
Water Words That Work 
Make a splash with your communications! 

  
Short Version 



Water Words That Work
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Short Version



How Many Are We? 

Somewhere between 250,000 and 500,000 individuals 



How Many Are They? 

Approx 99.9% of Americans do not work for a conservation 
organization. They are not our peers. 



12,000 Participants! 



What’s the X Factor? 



What’s the X Factor? 



What’s the X Factor? 



Group B agrees with this statement: 
 

“The actions of a single person like me 
won’t make any difference…” 



If you can convince your audience 
that their actions do make a 

difference -- and that others will do 
their part, too -- then they are 

about twice as likely to adopt a 
pro-environmental behavior than 

otherwise 



Agenda 
• Leadership and encouragement produce more action 

for conservation than education, information, or 
"awareness." 

• The public thinks clean water is the most important 
environmental issue. 

• But our poor communications excludes most 
citizens, and saps their confidence in themselves 

• You can use an Environmental Message Method to 
improve your communications -- inserting leadership 
and encouragement into your information. 



Water is a High Priority 



Water is a High Priority 



Our poor communications saps 
citizens’ confidence in 

themselves, and this holds them 
back 







What’s A Watershed? 

    Press *6 to mute or unmute your line 



What’s A Watershed? 



What’s A Watershed? 
 

It’s a drain pool! 



What’s A Watershed? 

Water...Shed..
.?  



What’s a Watershed 

I don’t 
Know 



What’s A Watershed? 

Where you 
go to the 

bathroom?  



Discussion Exercise #1:  

Read the description of the "Schuykill Project" and the summaries of four "everyday 
citizens." How do you imagine these citizens would react to the Shuykill Project piece? 



Environmental  
Message Method 

A step-by-step process for translating 
professional conservation materials into 

words and pictures that motivate 
everyday citizens to action. 



Environmental  
Message Method 



The Due Diligence Test Panel 

A research tool that measures how everyday citizens will 
react to a message from you 



Step One:  
Begin with Behavior 



1.Personal Behavior: Scooping the poop, new 
lawn care habits, household water and energy 
conservation, etc.  

2.Political Behavior: Boycotting a bad 
company, signing a petition, attending a 
hearing, writing an official, etc. 

3.Charitable Behavior: Donating time or 
money, writing a group into their will, 
participating in a walk-a-thon or other charity 
event.   

Step One:  
Begin with Behavior 



The Test Panel rates materials this way... 

Step One:  
Begin with Behavior 



Step One:  
Begin with Behavior 

    Press *6 to mute or unmute your line 



• There was so much garbage shown and the 
damage was so big that it gave me pause. 
Would what I could do really help stop all that 
horrible waste? 

• I think I'm to avoid runoff of some sort but am 
not clear on what I can do that actually closes a 
beach or makes a fish sneeze. 

• The actions of one person alone do not really 
add up to much... 

  
(Typos and spelling are verbatim)  

Low Scores for Step One 



Step One:  
Begin with Behavior 

    Press *6 to mute or unmute your line 



• If i contribute by planting a tree or just doing small things 
i can make a difference in my community and decrease 
the affect on water pollution. 

• One person's actions make a difference in the total 
pollution problem. If one person's actions are multiplied 
by the actions of many people, then together thay can 
make a huge difference in the total polluton problem. 

• Knowing that small actions can make a big difference is 
very motivational. And the video provides ways for 
someone to easily do that.   

  
  

(Typos and spelling are verbatim)  

High Scores for Step One 



Education vs. Action 



Education vs. Action 



Education vs. Action 



Discussion/Exercise #2 
 

Read the article 
highlighted on the right.  
 
Come up with some 
examples of: 
•Personal Behaviors 
•Charitable Behaviors 
•Political Behaviors 
 
That are relevant to this 
piece.  



Step Two: 
Find Foolproof Photos 



Step Two: 
Find Foolproof Photos 



Low Scores for Step Two 

• Showing a couple of pictures of fish and a bald 
eagle doesn't really tell me much about how my 
efforts would make a difference.  

• Two men shaking hands and what looks like a 
woman hiding behind a tree. Not impressed. 
Let's see some action! 

• I actually had to go back and look at the pictures 
since I didn't remember a thing about them- so 
they really weren't attention grabbing. 

  
 (Typos and spelling are verbatim) 



High Scores for Step Two 
• I think the photos are relevant and appealing but 

should be larger, cut down the text a bit to 
make room. 

• It shows the causes of pollution and also what I 
can do as a citizen. It wouldn't hurt to put 
another picture.  

• The images show how people of all ages and 
skills can help save the river, from children to 
skilled workers and experts who pitch in and get 
their hands dirty  

(Typos and spelling are verbatim)  



Faces 



Good Pictures! 



Bad Pictures! 



Jane Goodall Knows 

“Monkey See,  
Monkey Do” 



Monkey See, Monkey Do 



Monkey See, Monkey Do 



A Common Mistake 



Foolproof Photos 



Discussion/Exercise #3 

If you could replace some 
of the images on the right, 

what would you replace 
them with?  



Step Three: 
Swap the Shoptalk  



Step Three: 
Swap the Shoptalk  



• it is writen for... someone a lot 
smarter than i 

• ...it is not written in an interesting or 
easy to understand manner for the 
general public. 

• It gives the facts in a dry and clear 
way but it is not exciting...  

  
(Typos and spelling are verbatim)  

Low Scores for Step Three 



• This piece is intended for everyone. It is a simple 
piece with impact-full text and pictures showing how 
the average person can make a difference. 

• This piece was clearly intended for a general 
audience. It was easy to read and informative. It 
clearly spelled out what we can do to help and 
offered a template and a way to actually support the 
plan of action.  

• It's for people who will write letters, sign petitions, 
get out and get involved 

  
(Typos and spelling are verbatim) 

High Scores for Step Three 



Step Three: Swap the Shoptalk 

The Grandmother 
Test: Can you imagine 
your grandmother using 
this term correctly in 
conversation? 
 
If not, it’s shoptalk. 
Swap it out! 



A: Watershed 
management 

B: Land and water 
conservation 



A: Open Space 

B: Natural Area 



A: Polluted Runoff 

B: Stormwater 



A: Clean water 

B: Water Quality 



Discussion/Exercise #4 

Swap this shoptalk:  
•Benthic 
macroinvertebrates 
•Watershed health 
assessment  
•Stream mitigation  



Step Four: 
Words That Work 



Step Four: Words That Work 



High Scores for Step Four 

• Anything that affects water and quality of the 
land effects me, my family and everyone else. 

• Making sure there is an adequate water supply 
for our present and future needs affects nearly 
everyone. 

• If we want to make the world better for future 
generations we need to address these issues 
and work together to fix them. 

  
(Typos and spelling are verbatim)  



High Scores for Step Four 

• Anything that affects water and quality of the 
land effects me, my family and everyone else. 

• Making sure there is an adequate water supply 
for our present and future needs affects nearly 
everyone. 

• If we want to make the world better for future 
generations we need to address these issues 
and work together to fix them. 

  
(Typos and spelling are verbatim)  



Discussion/Exercise #5 

Rewrite the first 
paragraph of this piece. 
  
Begin with Behavior: 
Add a call to action.  
 
Swap the shoptalk. 
 
Insert the words that 
work. 



Rules of Thumb 

About 1% of the words in your piece should come from the 
"Words That Work" list.  
  
Use them in Titles, headlines, photo captions, quotes, and 
other high profile areas.  



Try It Yourself! 
 

Use the Due Diligence Test Panel to improve your next draft! 
 Just $199 for nonprofits, just $249 for everybody else. 

Sign up online at http://waterwordsthatwork.com 



How Many Are We?How Many Are We?How Many Are We?How Many Are We?How Many Are We?How Many Are We?How Many Are We?How Many Are We?

Somewhere between 250,000 and 500,000 individuals



How Many Are They?

Approx 99.9% of Americans do not work for a conservation 
organization. They are not our peers.



12,000 Participants!



What’s the X Factor?What’s the X Factor?



What’s the X Factor?What’s the X Factor?



What’s the X Factor?What’s the X Factor?



Group B agrees with this statement:

“The actions of a single person like me 
won’t make any difference…”



If you can convince your audience 
that their actions do make a 

difference -- and that others will do 
their part, too -- then they are 

about twice as likely to adopt a 
pro-environmental behavior than 

otherwise



Agenda
• Leadership and encouragement produce more action 

for conservation than education, information, or 
"awareness."

• The public thinks clean water is the most important 
environmental issue.

• But our poor communications excludes most 
citizens, and saps their confidence in themselves

• You can use an Environmental Message Method to 
improve your communications -- inserting leadership 
and encouragement into your information.



Water is a High PriorityWater is a High PriorityWater is a High Priority



Water is a High PriorityWater is a High Priority



Our poor communications saps 
citizens’ confidence in 

themselves, and this holds them 
back







What’s A Watershed?

   Press *6 to mute or unmute your line



What’s A Watershed?What’s A Watershed?



What’s A Watershed?What’s A Watershed?

It’s a drain pool!



What’s A Watershed?What’s A Watershed?

Water...Shed..
.? 



What’s a WatershedWhat’s a Watershed

I don’t 
Know



What’s A Watershed?What’s A Watershed?

Where you 
go to the 

bathroom? 



Discussion Exercise #1: 

Read the description of the "Schuykill Project" and the summaries of four "everyday 
citizens." How do you imagine these citizens would react to the Shuykill Project piece?



Environmental
Message Method

A step-by-step process for translating
professional conservation materials into 

words and pictures that motivate 
everyday citizens to action.



Environmental
Message Method



The Due Diligence Test Panel

A research tool that measures how everyday citizens will 
react to a message from you



Step One:
Begin with Behavior



1.Personal Behavior: Scooping the poop, new 
lawn care habits, household water and energy 
conservation, etc. 

2.Political Behavior: Boycotting a bad 
company, signing a petition, attending a 
hearing, writing an official, etc.

3.Charitable Behavior: Donating time or 
money, writing a group into their will, 
participating in a walk-a-thon or other charity 
event.

Step One:
Begin with Behavior



The Test Panel rates materials this way...

Step One:
Begin with Behavior



Step One:
Begin with Behavior

   Press *6 to mute or unmute your line



• There was so much garbage shown and the 
damage was so big that it gave me pause. 
Would what I could do really help stop all that 
horrible waste?

• I think I'm to avoid runoff of some sort but am
not clear on what I can do that actually closes a 
beach or makes a fish sneeze.

• The actions of one person alone do not really 
add up to much...

(Typos and spelling are verbatim)

Low Scores for Step One



Step One:
Begin with Behavior

   Press *6 to mute or unmute your line



• If i contribute by planting a tree or just doing small things 
i can make a difference in my community and decrease 
the affect on water pollution.

• One person's actions make a difference in the total 
pollution problem. If one person's actions are multiplied
by the actions of many people, then together thay can 
make a huge difference in the total polluton problem.

• Knowing that small actions can make a big difference is 
very motivational. And the video provides ways for 
someone to easily do that.

(Typos and spelling are verbatim) 

High Scores for Step One



Education vs. Action



Education vs. Action



Education vs. Action



Discussion/Exercise #2

Read the article 
highlighted on the right. 

Come up with some 
examples of:
•Personal Behaviors
•Charitable Behaviors
•Political Behaviors

That are relevant to this 
piece. 



Step Two:
Find Foolproof Photos



Step Two:
Find Foolproof Photos



Low Scores for Step Two

• Showing a couple of pictures of fish and a bald 
eagle doesn't really tell me much about how my 
efforts would make a difference. 

• Two men shaking hands and what looks like a 
woman hiding behind a tree. Not impressed. 
Let's see some action!

• I actually had to go back and look at the pictures 
since I didn't remember a thing about them- so 
they really weren't attention grabbing.

(Typos and spelling are verbatim)



High Scores for Step Two
• I think the photos are relevant and appealing but 

should be larger, cut down the text a bit to 
make room.

• It shows the causes of pollution and also what I 
can do as a citizen. It wouldn't hurt to put 
another picture.

• The images show how people of all ages and 
skills can help save the river, from children to 
skilled workers and experts who pitch in and get 
their hands dirty 

(Typos and spelling are verbatim) 



FacesFaces



Good Pictures!Good Pictures!Good Pictures!



Bad Pictures!Bad Pictures!Bad Pictures!



Jane Goodall Knows

“Monkey See, 
Monkey Do”



Monkey See, Monkey DoMonkey See, Monkey DoMonkey See, Monkey Do



Monkey See, Monkey DoMonkey See, Monkey DoMonkey See, Monkey Do



A Common MistakeA Common Mistake



Foolproof PhotosFoolproof Photos



Discussion/Exercise #3

If you could replace some 
of the images on the right, 

what would you replace 
them with? 



Step Three:
Swap the Shoptalk 



Step Three:
Swap the Shoptalk 



• it is writen for... someone a lot 
smarter than i

• ...it is not written in an interesting or 
easy to understand manner for the 
general public.

• It gives the facts in a dry and clear 
way but it is not exciting...

(Typos and spelling are verbatim) 

Low Scores for Step Three



• This piece is intended for everyone. It is a simple 
piece with impact-full text and pictures showing how 
the average person can make a difference.

• This piece was clearly intended for a general 
audience. It was easy to read and informative. It 
clearly spelled out what we can do to help and
offered a template and a way to actually support the 
plan of action.

• It's for people who will write letters, sign petitions, 
get out and get involved

(Typos and spelling are verbatim)

High Scores for Step Three



Step Three: Swap the Shoptalk

The Grandmother 
Test: Can you imagine 
your grandmother using 
this term correctly in 
conversation?

If not, it’s shoptalk. 
Swap it out!



A: Watershed 
management

B: Land and water 
conservation



A: Open Space

B: Natural Area



A: Polluted Runoff

B: Stormwater



A: Clean water

B: Water Quality



Discussion/Exercise #4

Swap this shoptalk:
•Benthic 
macroinvertebrates
•Watershed health 
assessment
•Stream mitigation 



Step Four:
Words That Work



Step Four: Words That Work



High Scores for Step Four

• Anything that affects water and quality of the 
land effects me, my family and everyone else.

• Making sure there is an adequate water supply 
for our present and future needs affects nearly 
everyone.

• If we want to make the world better for future 
generations we need to address these issues 
and work together to fix them.

(Typos and spelling are verbatim) 



High Scores for Step Four

• Anything that affects water and quality of the 
land effects me, my family and everyone else.

• Making sure there is an adequate water supply
for our present and future needs affects nearly 
everyone.

• If we want to make the world better for future 
generations we need to address these issues 
and work together to fix them.

(Typos and spelling are verbatim) 



Discussion/Exercise #5

Rewrite the first 
paragraph of this piece.

Begin with Behavior: 
Add a call to action. 

Swap the shoptalk.

Insert the words that 
work.



Rules of Thumb

About 1% of the words in your piece should come from the 
"Words That Work" list.

Use them in Titles, headlines, photo captions, quotes, and 
other high profile areas. 



Try It Yourself!

Use the Due Diligence Test Panel to improve your next draft!
Just $199 for nonprofits, just $249 for everybody else.

Sign up online at http://waterwordsthatwork.com
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