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When the Deepwater Horizon oil spill occurred in 2010, tensions ran high and misinformation was 

common in Gulf coast communities due to the unknowns surrounding the event and the lack of 

vetted scientific information. The Gulf of Mexico Research Initiative and Sea Grant programs in  

the region stepped up to help fill the need for communicating oil spill science with people affected  

by the spill.

OIL SPILL IN THE GULF

In April 2010, the Deepwater 
Horizon (DWH) oil spill occurred 41 
miles off of the coast of Louisiana 
and close to one mile beneath the 
water’s surface. Eleven human lives 
were lost and nearly 134 million 
gallons of oil entered the Gulf of 
Mexico.1 Nearly 1.8 million gallons of 

dispersants were used in an effort 
to reduce damage from the spill. 
Dispersants break-up large oil slicks 
into tiny oil droplets, enhancing oil’s 
natural breakdown process and 
reducing the amount of oil available 
to coat aquatic life and reach 
shorelines. Emergency responders 
applied dispersants both at the 

water’s surface using vessels and 
aircrafts and at the wellhead on the 
seafloor, a mile beneath the water’s 
surface. This incident represents the 
first time in history that dispersants 
had been applied beneath the 
water’s surface. 

The unprecedented nature of the 
spill highlighted many scientific 
unknowns and, therefore, many 
questions from coastal communities 
about possible impacts.2,3 Was the 
air safe to breathe? Was the seafood 
safe to eat? Would it be safe to 
swim in the water or visit the beach 
again? Where would the oil go in 
the environment? How would the 
aquatic life in the Gulf of Mexico be 
impacted by the oil and dispersants? 
Would the Gulf region ever recover?

Since 2014, the team carrying out the 
Sea Grant oil spill science outreach 
program has worked with coastal 
communities to understand and address 
their needs as they relate to oil spill 
science. (Mississippi-Alabama Sea Grant 
Consortium [MASGC]/M. Partyka)
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GULF OF MEXICO RESEARCH 
INITIATIVE (GOMRI)

To tackle some of the scientific 
questions surrounding the DWH oil 
spill, the Gulf of Mexico Research 
Initiative (GoMRI) was formed in 
2010 through a 10-year, $500 
million financial commitment by 
BP. Managed by an outside entity, 
the Gulf of Mexico Alliance, and 
led by a 20-member, independent 
research board of world-renowned 
researchers and research admini-
strators, GoMRI aimed to help 
society better understand impacts 
of DWH, other oil spills, and the Gulf 
of Mexico. GoMRI’s core focus areas 
examined how oil and dispersants 
are transported and chemically 
evolve in the environment, how 
technology can be used to study 
spills, and how oil and dispersants 
impact the environment, animals, 
and people. GoMRI concluded in 
December 2020 after one decade of 
funding both scientific research and 
outreach, the latter through a variety 
of partnerships to make the scientific 
discoveries accessible to the public. 

A FAMILIAR FACE: 
SEA GR ANT

GoMRI formed multiple outreach 
partnerships to extend the reach of 
oil spill science, including one with 
the Gulf of Mexico Sea Grant pro-

grams. Sea Grant is a network of 34 
university-based programs located 
along the United States’ coasts, in-
cluding the Great Lakes, Hawaii, and 
outlying territories (Guam, Puerto 
Rico, U.S. Virgin Islands). A non-ad-
vocacy and boundary organization 
with a mission to enhance the practi-
cal use and conservation of coastal, 
marine, and Great Lakes resources in 
order to create a sustainable econo-
my and environment, Sea Grant has a 
long-standing presence in America’s 
coastal communities and is often 
referred to as an honest broker of 
knowledge. Four programs are based 
in the Gulf of Mexico: Florida Sea 
Grant College Program, Mississip-
pi-Alabama Sea Grant Consortium, 
Louisiana Sea Grant College Pro-
gram, and Texas Sea Grant College 
Program. During and immediately 
following the DWH oil spill, the four 
Gulf Sea Grant programs engaged 
with the seafood industry, tourism 
sector, and other coastal businesses 
and communities to share informa-
tion related to the oil spill. Within the 
first five months, Sea Grant leader-
ship and extension professionals  
delivered 59 workshops, trainings, 
and events that reached more than 
5,100 people; developed the first 
publicly available database of DWH 
oil spill research activities in partner-
ship with NOAA; funded research  

and data collection projects;  
and surveyed regional communities 
to reassess research priorities  
post-DWH.

A PROGR AM TO SHARE 
OIL SPILL SCIENCE

Within four years after the spill, 
GoMRI had already shared oil spill 
science via an outreach plan involv-
ing multiple avenues, including a 
partnership with the Smithsonian 
Institution and the producers of  
the documentary series Journey to 
Planet Earth. GoMRI also funded  
outreach activities through the 
research consortia that they sup-
ported. GoMRI valued having addi-
tional outreach capabilities, so after 
a series of discussions between the 
leadership of GoMRI and Gulf Sea 
Grant programs, GoMRI formally 
partnered with the four Sea Grant 
programs in the region in 2014. This 
agreement provided support for the 
Gulf of Mexico Sea Grant programs 
to assemble a dedicated oil spill  
science outreach team, located 
across six institutions across the 
region—Auburn University, Dau-
phin Island Sea Lab, Louisiana State 
University, Texas A&M University, 
University of Florida, and University 
of Southern Mississippi (Figure 1). 

Core program structure

The team was ultimately comprised 
of four oil spill science extension 
specialists placed across the Gulf 
states, a dedicated communicator, 
and a program manager.

Extension Specialists

The full-time oil spill science exten-
sion specialists worked to build trust 
with target audiences, to discern 
their needs and then share scientific 
information based on those needs. 
Each of the four extension specialists 
had a different area of scientific ex-
pertise and experience that was 

Team member Chris Hale 
(2014-2019) talks with fellow 
participants of an oil spill drill 
held in Texas. The members 
of the Sea Grant oil spill 
science outreach program 
work closely with emergency 
responders in their states 
and regions and were invited 
to participate in response 
community events like the 
one shown. (Anadarko)
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applied to the outreach program,  
including fisheries science,  
environmental chemistry and  
ecotoxicology, physical oceanog-
raphy, ecology, and human dimen-
sions. These areas of expertise  
purposefully aligned with the core 
focus areas of GoMRI. This orga-
nizational structure allowed for a 
diversity of scientific information to 
be synthesized, translated, and dis-
seminated by the outreach program. 
In addition to serving as the lead in 
a given topical area and their state-
based Sea Grant program, each 
specialist developed communication 
strategies for designated target au-
diences within the Gulf of Mexico as 
well as for Sea Grant Programs out-
side of the Gulf of Mexico (Figure 1). 

Communicator

The full-time communications coor-
dinator worked with the specialists 
and program manager to develop, 
refine, finalize, and share outreach 
products and services with the pro-
gram’s target audiences (Table 1). 
She helped the team connect with 
stakeholders in a variety of ways, 
such as through printed materials, 
in-person events, live-streaming 
webinars, website content, videos, 
blogs, email listservs, and social 
media. The communicator managed 
the program’s website http://www.
gulfseagrant.org/ and team-wide 
contact list and shared new products 
and updates with communications 
specialists in partner agencies.

Program Manager 

The part-time oil spill science out-
reach program manager coordinated 
the multi-university efforts to hire 
the specialists and communicator. 
He oversaw and streamlined the de-
velopment of the outreach products 
and services produced by the team 
and served as a bridge between the 
team and the GoMRI management 
team, GoMRI Research Board, Sea 
Grant directors, extension leaders, 
and the specialists’ direct supervi-

sors. He also fostered team-level 
partnerships with emergency re-
sponse agencies like NOAA’s Office 

of Response and Restoration (OR&R) 
and led additional team-wide out-
reach projects.

FIGURE 1. The structure of the Gulf of Mexico Sea Grant oil spill science outreach 
program consists of multiple team members across four programs, shown above. 
The team members work together to understand the oil spill science needs of  
target audiences and determine the best way to deliver that information to them. 
Note that L. Swann was program PI during 2014-2020, with S. Sempier serving as 
program PI in 2021. (Louisiana Sea Grant/Emily Maung-Douglass)

http://www.gulfseagrant.org/
http://www.gulfseagrant.org/
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Target audiences
The Gulf of Mexico Sea Grant oil spill science outreach 
program served a wide range of target audiences, 
many of whom had a long history of working with Sea 
Grant (Table 1). The target audiences generally fell 
into one of two categories: those who depended on 
a clean and healthy Gulf of Mexico (e.g., fishing and 
tourism industry professionals) and those who needed 
oil spill science for on-the-job decision-making (e.g., 
emergency responders and natural resource manag-
ers). The outreach program worked with audiences 
nationally and internationally, in addition to those 
within the Gulf region.

TABLE 1. The Sea Grant oil spill science outreach program 
targeted specific audiences, many with ties to the blue economy, 
to share science. 

 • Emergency responders/
managers

 • Environmental consultants
 • Environmental non-profit 
staff

 • Fishing industry 
— Commercial 
— For-hire 
— Recreational 

 • GoMRI outreach specialists

 • Public health professionals 
 • Natural resource managers
 • Oil & gas industry members
 • Policymakers
 • Port and harbors staff
 • Sea Grant extension  
agents

 • Tourism staff
 • University and college 
researchers

Outreach materials
The program’s extension publications, seminars and workshops, and expanded products covered a wide variety of 
topics that fall into a few broad categories—oil properties and movement; dispersants and oil spill response; and 
impacts to humans, wildlife, and habitats. The program produced the following: 

SHARING OIL SPILL SCIENCE

FIGURE 2. The map features the locations of the 49 seminars 
and workshops held (blue triangles) and 220 presentations made 
(green dots) by the Sea Grant oil spill science outreach program 
since 2014. For scaling purposes, presentations held in Anchorage, 
Alaska; San Juan, Puerto Rico; St. Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands; and 
Xiamen, Fujian (China) are not shown. (MASGC)

The website gulfseagrant.
org/oilspilloutreach is the 
main portal for sharing and 
contains the program’s full 
collection of outreach ma-
terials, including seminar 
and workshop recordings, 
as well as links to outside 
resources. An additional 
aim of the website was to 
promote the longevity of 
the use of the program’s 
outreach materials.

 • 49 science seminars and workshops with nearly 4,100  
attendees (Figure 2).

 • More than 220 presentations reaching more than 
9,000 people (Figure 2).

 • More than 45 extension publications, including
 — 35 eight-page outreach publications.

 — 12 one-page factsheets.

 — 6 factsheets translated and adapted for 
Vietnamese- and Spanish-speaking audiences. 

 — 1 guide on effective science communication.

 — 18 reports and program fact sheets. 

 — 4 educational videos.

 — 26 oil spill science slide sets for use by other 
extension professionals.

 — 3 published journal articles. 

TARGET AUDIENCES

https://gulfseagrant.org/oilspilloutreach
https://gulfseagrant.org/oilspilloutreach


A MULTI-FACETED APPROACH TO OUTREACH 
All outreach products and events developed by the program focus on scientific topics rooted in the needs 
of target audiences. To identify these needs, the oil spill science outreach program employed a dynamic 
approach in engaging target audiences (Figure 3).2 The process began with one-on-one encounters, small 
group meetings, and large-scale workshops to understand their science-based oil spill questions (Figure 3, step 
1). The specialists synthesized the peer-reviewed, scientific literature and government reports relevant to the 
needs of the target audience members (Figure 3, step 2). When there were conflicting findings in the literature, 
the specialists examined the issue from multiple perspectives to communicate the most complete picture of 
the science.4 To create products and events that speak to the wide variety of target audiences, the specialists 
translated the synthesized information from scientific jargon into layperson’s terms. The resulting outreach 
products share oil spill science in an easy-to-understand way (Figure 3, step 3). Target audiences were 
frequently solicited for feedback to learn of additional oil spill science needs and questions (Figure 3, step 4).

5

BEST MANAGEMENT 
PR ACTICES

Organizational logistics

The unique setup of the team and 
management along with thoughtful 
work practices helped to create 
a functioning unit in spite of the 
geographic spread of the team. 

 • Working together, the four Gulf 
of Mexico Sea Grant programs 
and host universities collaborated 
on the hiring process of the 
team. This experience laid the 
foundation for the programs to 

better support the team from an 
administrative and programmatic 
perspective. Identifying areas of 
consistency in the hiring process 
was important as approaches 
varied. 

 • Hiring team members who 
possessed not only dynamic 
skill sets in technical areas 
complementary to GoMRI theme 
areas but also personalities and 
attitudes that facilitate team unity 
and a collaborative atmosphere 
created a culture within the team 
that allowed for celebration 

of successes and a supportive 
atmosphere to grow in.

 • Consistency, adaptive planning, 
and clear communication of goals 
kept deliverables streamlined and 
in-line with expectations of all 
involved. 

 • Having a multidisciplinary team 
that served as points of contact 
for different regions, target 
audiences, and topical areas 
allowed the program to cover 
a broad range of topics over 
a wide geographic span while 

FIGURE 3. Two-way communication between the target audiences and the oil spill science outreach team is a critical aspect 
of the program’s success and reflective of how Sea Grant operates. (Photo Texas Sea Grant; watercolors Anna Hinkeldey)
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The Sea Grant oil spill science outreach team serves 
a variety of target audiences, including emergency 
responders (top left) and members of  
the fishing industry. (U.S. Coast  
Guard, inset; Louisiana Sea Grant,  
main picture)

maintaining the program’s overall 
focus, relevancy, and meaningful 
connections with stakeholders.

 • Devoting each team member ex-
clusively to oil spill science simpli-
fied program logistics. Because all 
team members (with the excep-
tion of the program manager) had 
positions completely dedicated to 
the topic, no additional tasks com-
peted for staff time. This ability to 
focus streamlined programmatic 
tasks and allowed specialists to 
dive deeper into their responsibili-
ties and roles.

 • Keeping regular contact among 
the team members was essential, 
especially as they were spread 
across five states. Through  
weekly team calls, eventually 
moving to twice monthly calls, 
team members worked as a unit to 
develop goals, discuss successes 
and lessons learned, as well as 
address complex issues.

 • GoMRI’s additional support for 
a communicator after the pilot 
phase was critical for program 
function and growth. Initially, the 
oil spill science outreach pro-
gram’s communications needs 
were fulfilled by the program 
manager, specialists, and commu-
nications staff from the four Sea 
Grant programs in the Gulf  
of Mexico. 

 • Guiding the program through 
moments of difficulty with care, 
understanding, and an open  
mind were essential traits of 
leadership needed to facilitate  
the program’s success.

Building trust 

 • Building and maintaining trust 
with target audiences was 
accomplished through a variety 
of strategies designed to maintain 
relevance, scientific breadth,  
and rigor. 

 • Nesting the program within Sea 
Grant helped the newly hired team 
of specialists quickly integrate 
with a larger regional and national 
network. The specialists used 
existing connections within the 
Sea Grant network to facilitate 
meetings with target audience 
members almost immediately 
after the program’s start date. 

 • Maintaining frequent contact with 
target audience members enabled 
the team to adapt the focus of 
its outreach materials as needs 
changed over time.2 

 • Connecting with audiences 
through diverse platforms—
including email, the program 
website, and social media—kept 
stakeholders aware of team 
products and events. Each team 
member served as the designated 
contact for a portion of the team’s 
nearly 2,500-member contact list 
and connected assigned contacts 
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The team’s specialists held oil spill science outreach seminars and workshops covering a wide variety of topics, all 
centered around needs voiced by target audiences. A workshop focused on the intersection between the emergency 
response and research community is shown in the image. (Sea Grant oil spill science outreach team)

with information on upcoming 
outreach events and materials. 
The contact list was made up of 
the collection of target audience 
members, including community, 
industry, and government agency 
leaders and representatives. 
These contacts helped expand the 
reach of the program’s outreach 
materials, often sharing them with 
their own contacts and audiences.

 • Basing all outreach materials—in-
cluding seminars and workshops, 
print materials, and educational 
videos—on peer-reviewed, pub-
lished science and government 
reports was an important require-
ment for ensuring the scientific 
rigor of the program’s products. 

 • Vetting scientific content of the 
outreach material through the 
program’s own peer-review pro-
cess further ensured scientific rig-
or of all print and video products. 
Reviewers included internal team 
members (the extension special-
ists, communicator, program man-
ager/co-PI, PI), Sea Grant subject 
matter science experts external  
to the team, GoMRI Research 
Board members, and scientists 
from the National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration’s Of-
fice of Response and Restoration 
(NOAA OR&R). Lead or corre-
sponding authors for every cited 
reference in an outreach product 
were asked to provide a review.

 • Maintaining the role of neutral 
brokers of information—including 
being transparent about scientific 
uncertainty—garnered trust with 
target audiences. For example, 
when covering controversial 
topics, the team worked to cover 
the issue from multiple angles 
while only including vetted 
science in discussions.

 • Creating outreach products with 
consideration of diversity and 
educational backgrounds allowed 
the information to reach a broader 
audience. All of the program’s 
outreach materials were written  
at a high school reading level  
to ensure accessibility of the 
content to a wide array of adult 
audiences. Six of the program’s 
factsheets were translated into 
Spanish and/or Vietnamese. 

 • Tailoring outreach materials  
based on needs assessments 
helped the program gain traction 
with difficult-to-connect-with 

target audiences. Initially, the 
program’s products were limited 
to eight-page outreach publica-
tions and seminars. Some target 
audiences shared feedback that 
those products were less suitable 
for them (e.g., tourism industry 
professionals, fishing industry). 
In response, the team developed 
new strategies including one-
page factsheets, exhibit booths 
at events held by target audienc-
es, oil spill science slide sets, and 
short educational videos, includ-
ing one for a NOAA Science on a 
Sphere (SOS) exhibit.5

 • Scheduling outreach seminars and 
workshops regularly gave audi-
ences an opportunity to interact 
with oil spill scientists directly. 
These events brought a wide vari-
ety of experts to the communities 
at large, ensuring that multiple 
viewpoints were considered. 

Expanding horizons

Close coordination among partners 
involved with the program expanded 
the program’s reach and helped 
integrate the team into the target 
audiences’ purview. 

 • Balancing the benefits to specific 
programs and states could be 



achieved while maintaining 
emphasis on the regional impacts. 
For example, certain seminars 
focused specifically on a single 
state (e.g., Louisiana) but still 
covered issues relevant to the 
greater Gulf of Mexico region (e.g., 
oil spill impacts to wetlands and 
human communities).

 • Working closely with NOAA  
OR&R from the start of the 
program, particularly in the 
Gulf of Mexico region, provided 
opportunities to gain insight into 
the world of oil spill response. This 
partnership included invitations 
to join in Area Committees, 
Regional Response Teams, oil 
spill preparedness exercises (also 
called “spill drills”), as well as oil 
spill response equipment and 

technique testing at Ohmsett, 
the National Oil Spill Response & 
Renewable Energy Test Facility. 
The team worked with partners 
from this sector to create a 
series of workshops focused 
on connecting emergency 
responders and university 
researchers.6

 • Integrating the Sea Grant oil 
spill science outreach team into 
the existing GoMRI network 
allowed information to flow 
directly from those conducting 
the research to the team. Each 
specialist became a liaison to 
two to three GoMRI research 
consortia; the communications 
coordinator liaised with the GoMRI 
communications team; and the 
program manager worked in close 

coordination with the GoMRI 
management team. This exchange 
of knowledge between groups 
ensured that the Sea Grant oil 
spill science outreach team had 
a mechanism for sharing target 
audience interests and concerns 
related to oil spill science, while 
also keeping abreast of any new 
oil spill science developments,  
and that the program’s actions 
were well-coordinated with that  
of GoMRI’s. 

 • Focusing on present opportunities 
with an eye on opportunities for 
new partnerships and expansion 
helped the program grow. Initially 
serving target audiences across 
the Gulf of Mexico region, the 
program grew to work with 
coastal communities nationally 
and internationally as well. For 
example, the team leveraged work 
with GoMRI to additionally partner 
with both the National Academies 
of Sciences, Engineering, and 
Medicine Gulf Research Program 
(NASEM GRP) and the NOAA 
National Centers of Environmental 
Information (NCEI). Additionally, 
members of the Sea Grant oil spill 
science outreach team were also 
asked to participate in formal and 
informal discussions on spills in 
Brazil and Sri Lanka.

 • Developing in-reach to other  
Sea Grant programs set the stage 
for future work and connections. 
Team members acted as liaisons 
to Sea Grant programs in other 
U.S. regions as well (Figure 1). 
Through these roles, team mem-
bers connected with Sea Grant 
programs around the country to 
understand and develop program-
ming around their oil spill science 
needs.7,8 When spills occurred 
outside the Gulf of Mexico, Sea 
Grant programs often reached out 

The team’s members engaged with stakeholders and shared oil spill science with 
them in a variety of ways, including informally at events such as this seafood and 
farmers market held in Delcambre, Louisiana. (Louisiana Sea Grant)
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to the Sea Grant oil spill team  
to understand how they could 
serve their communities during 
the disaster.

 • Leveraging the depth, breadth,  
and reach of the entire Sea Grant 
network helped the team to  
share research findings and  
promote oil spill preparedness 
in other regions. For example, 
through partnership with the 
national Sea Grant network and 
NASEM GRP, the team held a se-
ries of workshops across the U.S. 
focused on oil spill preparedness 
needs of Sea Grant target audi-
ences nationwide.8

Needs assessments and 
evaluation 

The team conducted needs assess-
ments even before the program 
began to establish early goals and 
continually sought audience eval-
uations throughout the project to 
course correct as needed. 

 • Conducting a social network 
analysis (SNA) before the team 
was formed allowed the team 
to identify key target audience 
members to reach out to early in 
the program.9 An additional SNA 
was performed three years into 
the program to determine the 
effectiveness of team’s efforts  
in coastal communities in the  
Gulf of Mexico.10

 • Implementing evaluation 
throughout the course of the 
program was critical to address 
needs and adjust programming 
based on feedback.

 • Evaluating program and 
products regularly ensured the 
team presented information 
stakeholders found useful. 
This purposeful flexibility was 
especially important as over 
time the DWH oil spill was not 
as relevant with some target 
audiences. To respond to  

audience needs, the team shifted 
to covering oil spills more broadly, 
and not strictly focused on DWH 
or the Gulf of Mexico. 

 • Communicating to audience  
members that any feedback 
shared through needs assess-
ments and evaluations would 
inform outreach materials,  
events, and program practices 
built target audiences’ trust in 
both GoMRI and Sea Grant oil spill 
science outreach team.

LESSONS LEARNED

Every new program or project must 
work through trial-and-error. The 
team worked together to learn 
how to best overcome obstacles, 
especially in the areas of program 
operation, connecting with target 
audience members, and external 
communications.

Program operation

This program included six team 
members who worked on the 
program daily. In addition, thirteen 
others housed at five universities 
and mostly based at the four Sea 
Grant programs played critical roles 
in supporting the success of the 
program. Working closely across 
the six entities (five universities plus 
funding organization) was complex. 

 • In a team that spans such a large 
geographical area, finding the 
right communications balance  
can be a challenge. 

 — Meeting regularly as a team 
was essential. Some wanting 
to meet more frequently than 
others. Finding the right bal-
ance to make the time most 
meaningful for all team mem-
bers took trial and error. 

 — Communicating issues and 
concerns in an open and 
transparent way during 
team discussions helped the 
program run more smoothly.

 — Opportunities to share not 

only programmatic updates 
and concerns but life updates 
as well were important to for 
building trust and camaraderie 
within the team. 

 — Prioritizing communication 
among team members, and 
doing so in non-traditional 
settings, was helpful, as 
the strength of the team’s 
programming relies upon the 
strength of the team as a unit. 
For example, holding “team 
social nights” during rare times 
they were able to all meet in-
person allowed team members 
to center around a set of 
shared goals and objectives 
while bonding. 

 • Working with a broad swath of 
target audiences made creating 
outreach programming challeng-
ing at times due to a number of 
factors, including the wide range 
in subject matter questions (which 
varied by audience), reading level 
abilities, and proficiencies in En-
glish and science. The preferred 
mode of information sharing also 
varied by audience, some desiring 
eight-page outreach publications 
and half- to full-day seminars, 
while others gravitated towards 
factsheets or videos. Identifying 
team leads for each audience was 
helpful to best capture the needs 
and develop strategies best suited 
for each target audience.

 • Dealing with the inner workings 
of five different universities was 
challenging in regard to designing 
the framework of the program. 
Working in a matrix management 
setting across multiple institutions 
made determining leadership 
roles difficult. The lead program’s 
principal investigator and 
program manager worked for 
one organization, while some 
members of the team worked for 
other organizations, blurring  

9
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roles as the PI and manager did 
not have direct supervision over 
some members of the team. It was 
important for direct supervisors 
and administrators across all 
organizations to maintain a  
high level of engagement. 

 • Embedding the Sea Grant team 
more deeply or having them in-
volved earlier in GoMRI’s research 
outreach efforts of consortia (and 
helping with the co-design of  
outreach projects) may have  
benefited all groups involved.

Connecting with people

The program specifically targeted 
diverse audiences whose commonal-
ity is a reliance on or ties to the blue 
economy. Some were not familiar 
with Sea Grant as an organization 
and some carried a fair amount of 

science skepticism. Navigating  
relationships not only provided 
challenges, but also opportunities  
to adapt and grow as a program. 

 • Implementing an outreach plan  
for a such a diverse group of 
stakeholders is tricky. Recogniz- 
ing that no two communities 
are alike is key to developing 
programming relevant for target 
audiences. Modifications to 
programming and approaches 
are needed along the way to 
ensure products are adequately 
accessible to a diversity of 
individuals.

 • Following the well-established  
Sea Grant philosophy and  
practice of meeting people  
where they are and personalizing 
the approach for each individual 
as much as possible greatly builds 

and improves mutual trust. “Listen 
and follow up and reciprocate” 
was an unofficial mantra for the 
team. Even a short note to thank 
someone for their time goes a 
long way. Through this approach, 
the team formed partnerships in a 
way that both complemented and 
expanded on Sea Grant’s existing 
work as a network.

 • Recognizing that potential 
partners and target audience 
members are everywhere greatly 
expanded the program reach and 
capabilities. Always be ready with 
an “elevator message” to share 
overall program goals, as well as 
current and upcoming projects.

 • Nonscientists often are not 
familiar with the time it takes to 
get valid scientific answers to  
their questions. Messaging 

A U.S. Coast Guard member takes notes during a breakout group session in Virginia Beach, VA, as part a five-part series of 
events held across the nation in partnership between the Sea Grant oil spill science outreach program, GoMRI, and the National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. The events helped to promote oil spill preparedness in coastal communities 
and bring to light stakeholder concerns. (Virginia Sea Grant/Aileen Devlin)



to target audience members 
on a continual basis that their 
opinions matter and conveying 
understanding that the lag 
between a question being asked 
and the scientific answer getting 
through peer review is often  
much longer than the audience 
would like. Both are important in 
building and maintaining trust.

 • Understanding and addressing 
misperceptions early and often, 
especially those related to the 
following, can help pave the way 
with extension messaging: 

 — Function of the outreach 
program (e.g., clarifying that 
it was not a BP outreach 
program).

 — Role of the outreach program 
(e.g., the program shared 
only peer-reviewed science 
including but not limited to 
GoMRI’s). 

 — Nature of the outreach 
program (e.g., the program 
was designed to complement 
and support GoMRI outreach 
activities—not compete with 
them). 

 • Disasters often impact the mental 
health of residents. Taking a pro-
active approach when handling 
mental health issues is helpful. 
When first implementing the 
program, specialists interviewed 
many stakeholders, sometimes 
stirring up emotions related to 
the DWH oil spill. Providing men-
tal health first aid, peer listening, 
or similar training to specialists 
would prepare them to discuss  
potentially traumatic incidents 
with stakeholders and also  
provide resources in case stake-
holders were experiencing 
post-traumatic stress.

 • As new disasters strike an area, 
the previous disaster often 
rapidly becomes forgotten or 

deprioritized and interest in the 
topic can wane for many groups. 
Finding and sharing connections 
between disasters can help 
maintain relevancy.

External communications

Once the program is set up and 
target audiences established, the 
team must find the most effective 
ways to share the science. 

 • Early on, audience members 
expressed frustration if they 
wanted to attend a seminar not 
geographically in their area. 
Offering a virtual option for all 
in-person meetings broadened 
the reach of the program 
and its content, especially 
for geographically-isolated 
communities. This became 
particularly important during the 
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.

 • Team members learned that 
proper preparation, especially 
when new technology was 
involved, ensured the best 
presentations. Scheduling 
practice sessions with guest 
speakers who presented 
virtually was vital to running a 
smooth seminar. This practice 
ensured everyone involved was 
comfortable with the technology 
and helped identify possible 
points of trouble (e.g., out-of- 
date or incompatible software  
or hardware).

 • Sometimes errors pass through 
even the most thorough  
review process. If possible, 
publishing outreach publications 
online before printing will give 
authors extra time/space to  
catch any mistakes that may  
have passed unnoticed into the 
final document.

 • When the unexpected happens, 
adapting programming and de-
veloping multiple sets of con-
tingency plans can limit delays 

in the delivery of products to 
target audiences. For example, 
a series of large-scale, in-person 
events commemorating a decade 
of GoMRI science were set to 
launch in Spring 2020. When the 
COVID-19 pandemic hit during 
this time, team members had to 
quickly pivot, coming up with mul-
tiple sets of plans to deliver the 
same content to audiences but in 
a way that would maintain public 
health guidelines.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The outreach model described in 
this document is flexible and can 
be transferred to a variety of large-
scale, science-themed topics (e.g., 
pandemics, natural and human-
made disasters, pollution, harmful 
algal blooms). The endeavor of Sea 
Grant facilitating oil spill science 
outreach in partnership with a large 
research and outreach initiative 
demonstrates that a program 
with multidisciplinary team and 
a central message and mode of 
operation is an effective vehicle for 
communication of pressing issues 
over a wide geographic expanse. 
Partnerships may be the first 
step in developing new programs 
utilizing this model. This may mean, 
for example, working with federal 
partners who have a heavy focus 
on regional issues but need to serve 
local needs and may not have the 
capacity to do so at the fine scale 
of resolution needed to implement 
outreach effectively. 

 
FOR MORE INFORMATION
To learn more, visit the GoMRI  
website at www.gulfresearch 
initiative.org. Visit the Gulf Sea 
Grant program website at http://
gulfseagrant.org/oilspilloutreach 
to view our other publications. 
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