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The Broad View 
Environmental economics offers the perspective that both environmental 

protection and economic well-being are important. 
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Why Environmental Economics is So Necessary 



Scholarship and Policy: Two Cultures 

Scholars Zoom In Policymakers Zoom Out 
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Scholarship and Policy: Two Cultures 

Scholars Are Comfortable with Complexity 
. 
 

Policymakers Want Simplicity 
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Scholarship and Policy: Two Cultures 

Scholars Appreciate Nuance 
. 
 

Policymakers Want Certainty 
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Our Role: Bridge these two cultures 

• Research that isn’t heard is squandered 
• Policy not informed by good research will be disastrous 

 
• We need to help scholars… 

o Understand and emphasize context 
o Put things in everyday language  
o Craft simple messages* 
   
          
 
          *Message is paramount 
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Thoughts on Context 

• Often research by itself is very boring, but the problems themselves 
are interesting 
 

• If possible, it’s good to talk to researchers early in the stage of their 
work.   
 

• What I tell my researchers:  “All the things you think everyone 
knows, nobody knows! Don’t shy away from reemphasizing the 
fundamentals.” 
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Thoughts on Clear Language 

• “Old words are best and short old words are best of all.” – Winston 
Churchill. 
 

• Be ruthless about taking out jargon in policy-related 
communications. And yes, “externality” is jargon. 
 

• Look for long sentences, >25 words, and eliminate extraneous 
words or break into two. 

 
• What I tell my researchers:  “Tell me what your paper says in under 

20 understandable words.” 
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Thoughts on Messaging 

• “If you can’t explain it simply, you don’t understand it well enough.” – Albert 
Einstein 
 

• Too many messages translate into no message.  Try to boil down to one or 
two. 
 

• Get to the point as quickly as possible. (The opposite of the academic 
template -  put conclusions up front). 

 
• What I tell my researchers:  “If someone were to tell policymaker X about 

your paper in a one-minute elevator conversation, what would you want 
them to say?” 
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In Practice: The Communication Pyramid 

 
Vision 
Mission 
Central Elements 
Strategic Goals and Imperatives 
 
Vision 
Mission 
Central Elements 
Strategic Goals and Imperatives 
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Mission 
Vision 
Mission 
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Strategic Goals and Imperatives 
 
Central Elements 
Strategic Goals and Imperatives 
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Tweet * 



Build the pyramid into work flows 
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Build the pyramid into work flows 

12 Communicating for Policy Impact 



Summary and Key Findings 

SUMMARY 
Market forces explain much of the US electricity sector NOx emissions reductions 
and nearly all coal plant retirements 
 
KEY FINDINGS 
• Causes of recent US coal plant retirements have been highly controversial. 

 
• We use a new, highly detailed model of the US electricity sector to analyze 

regulations of nitrogen oxides, which harm human health and the environment. 
 

• Weakening regulation would have little benefit for coal plants, and would raise 
emissions. 
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“The Battle of the Title”  

Spoiler: I Lost 
• Original Title: “Energy Markets vs. Environmental Regulation: Why Have US 

Electricity Sector Nitrogen Oxides Emissions and Coal-Fired Plant Profits 
Declined?” 
 

• Suggested Title: “The Role of Environmental Regulation in Reducing Coal-
Fired Plant Profits” 
 

• Compromise: “The Roles of Energy Markets and Environmental Regulation 
in Reducing Coal-Fired Plant Profits and Electricity Sector Emissions” 

 
• Press Release Headline: “Regs reduced pollution, not coal-plant 

profitability.” 
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Some other components 

Podcasts, Webinars, Interactives  
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Some Lessons from Experience 

What works 
 
• Audience Research 
 
• Targeted outreach 

 
• Experimenting  
 

 
• Short, straightforward titles 
 

What doesn’t 
 
• “Build it and they will come.” 

 
• Scattershot outreach 

 
• Not having a plan for 

unwinding failed experiments 
 
• Long jargon-y titles, puns for 

titles 
 

“Experience is the name everyone gives to their mistakes,” – Oscar Wilde 
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Some Recent Trends for RFF 

Representing a Broader Cultural Shift? 

• Increased comfort with blogging (especially younger staff) 
 

• More willingness to seek out communications early in the process 
 

• Overall, greater recognition of the importance of communication both for 
policy impact and for funding  
 

• More willingness of funders to include communications components in 
grants 
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Beyond the 
Conveyer Belt 
The model of research study, 
outreach, repeat has a major 
drawback. 
 
Often the policy world isn’t 
ready to absorb the findings. 
 
Your outreach doesn’t always 
have to be based on recent 
work. 
 
Take advantage of your stock 
of knowledge (experts and 
past research). 
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Taking Advantage of Expertise and Past Research 

Self-Driving Cars 

Study was on a somewhat narrow issue – our podcast 
allowed us to talk about the broader range of issues 

Adaptation Report 

Released in 2011, has numerous recommendations for U.S. 
adaptation policy. Highlighted on our blog 
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The Ideal World vs. the Real World 

 
• Ideal 

o Communications involved early in every project 
o Enough resources to pursue the latest trends in 

communications 
o Enough time to give every project a full communications plan 

 
• Reality 

o Communications often consulted at the last minute 
o Budgets constrained 
o Not enough time in the day to give every project its due 
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Living in the Real World 

• Always drive to helping scholars craft the clearest, most compelling 
message.* 
 

• Build as many outreach vehicles into your workflows as is practicable. 
 

• Prioritize! If resources are constrained try to choose one or two things to 
do really well each year. 
 

• Take advantage of your research “stock.” 
 

• Build connections with other communicators. A great way to learn and 
be inspired. 

                 *Key message 
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