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With funding from the Chesapeake Bay Trust and in consultation with the West/Rhode
Riverkeeper, OpinionWorks has conducted an audience evaluation of tributary report cards,
conducted through focus groups. This report presents the findings and recommendations that
arise from this research. We hope it will serve as a best practices guide for creating report
cards that not only report on water quality, but also engage the public in the work of protecting
the Bay and its tributaries.

Project Overview

Objectives

Tributary report cards are meant to be data-driven assessments of the condition of the waters.
At their core, these are scientific documents, produced by water quality professionals and
volunteer experts. But beyond the community of professionals and experts, the general public
wants to be kept informed on the health of the Bay and their local tributary, and they want to be
engaged to do something to help. Annual tributary report cards provide an opportunity to
engage the well-intentioned public and to foster good stewardship behaviors. As the key funder
of Bay tributary report cards, the Chesapeake Bay Trust has a critical stake in ensuring that
report cards are as effective as possible in accomplishing that goal.

This research seeks behavior change on two levels:

1. To encourage water organizations to produce a different kind of a report card — one that
resonates with the public and draws in new constituents.

2. Through this improved report card, to engage more residents around the Bay in positive,
practical stewardship actions.

Through prior research in the Spring of 2011, OpinionWorks tested the effectiveness of one
report card — the West and Rhode Rivers Report Card — with a survey of the Riverkeeper’s own
constituents and a selection of community leaders. Building on that initial work, this much
broader audience research was conducted through focus groups, and designed to evaluate a
variety of report cards in suburban, urban, and rural settings, in partnership with local water
protection organizations. This report presents the results of that research and identifies best
practices for writing and designing a report card that will serve as an effective outreach tool in
different settings around the Bay.

Methodology

Focus groups are roundtable discussions among six to ten respondents, and facilitated by a
professional moderator. This project consisted of six focus group discussions, each lasting
about 90 minutes, following a pre-determined topical outline. The moderator encouraged
participants to comment in-depth on those topics, and to bring up related discussion points of
interest and concern to them, as well. This methodology is extremely well-suited to
understanding the impressions and the depth of feeling created by a communications tool like a
tributary report card.

On a very practical level, these focus groups provided a host of good information about content
and layout of report cards, right down to best use of images and words. Participants identified
what they found most motivating, or felt to be stumbling blocks. At the same time, the focus
group technique uncovered the more intangible and important answers why respondents would
be motivated or put off by a particular report card — which is the essential element needed to
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project these research findings from our focus group participants to the more general audience
of Chesapeake Bay watershed residents.

Two focus groups were held in each of three locations, one among members and supporters of
a local water protection organization, and a second among members of the general public who
are not connected to a water group but have a basic affinity for water protection as a personal
priority. The groups were held as follows:

e January 10, Annapolis, MD (Local sponsor: West/Rhode Riverkeeper)

e January 12, Chestertown, MD (Chester River Association)

e January 14, Baltimore, MD (Blue Water Baltimore)
Forty-eight people participated in the six focus groups, which were facilitated by our moderator,
Kathy Flament. As an aid to the discussion, seven specific tributary report cards were tested in

whole or in part. In addition to the West and Rhode Rivers Report Card, a variety of others
were tested and will be referred to throughout this report.

Abstract of Findings

This report card evaluation shows that readers want a clear visual representation of the water
quality grades or scores so they can see them quickly. Moreover, if the data will allow it, they
want to see the frends in the indicators.

Once they have learned the water quality grades, readers quickly want to move beyond them to
know what they can do personally to help improve the indicators. The public is generally well-
intentioned and wants to do its part, but often people simply do not know what to do. They are
hoping to learn about actions that an average person can take without spending much money,
along with the more dramatic remedies like conservation landscaping. In the report card, each
recommended action should be linked directly to the indicator it will impact, both visually and in
the discussion.

Readers want the report card to be easily understandable, without technical terms and scientific
jargon. Because people are busy and bombarded with information on many topics, they want
the report card well-edited and summarized.

Visually, readers want the report cards to have a clean, uncluttered appearance. Photos should
be large, be self-explanatory and include people where possible, and be of good quality and not
pixelated. Fonts should be as large as possible. Maps are interesting but should not be
overused, particularly in more urbanized areas. Complex graphs and tables are generally not
helpful to most readers.

Today, report cards can be kept alive throughout the year and pushed out to constituents
through social media. As a vision for the future, readers foresee interactive report cards hosted
online — with a brief topline report card hosted online and links to deeper content for readers that
want that. With standardization, online report cards could tie together to compare tributary to
tributary, which would greatly interest the public. Through social media, a mostly younger
audience can be engaged with the report card indicator and moved to action.

Our detailed report follows.
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Detailed Observations

Following is a detailed discussion of the findings of this research, organized in three sections:
A. Report card content that readers find most engaging and helpful
B. Layout and design features that make the audience likely to read the publication
C. Online and social media opportunities for the report card.
To facilitate the discussion, we tested in whole or in part seven specific report cards from
around Maryland’s Chesapeake Bay watershed, selected because they provided an array of
formats and techniques in presenting the data. Throughout this summary, specific examples
from these report cards are lifted up and discussed when that is helpful to illustrate a point.
Verbatim quotes from focus group respondents are included when they are illustrative and
represent a significant or widely-held viewpoint.
REPORT CARD CONTENT

1. There is great interest on the part of the public in seeing a clear grade for their
tributary, and a trendline on water quality.

Marylanders are generally aware that the condition of the waters is not good. Whether in
the Bay proper or in their local tributary, citizens have been conditioned to expect that the
waters score poorly.

This is not to say that the grades presented in the report cards are unimportant. On the
contrary, the public is acutely interested in the tributary grades, and want them presented
clearly and distinctly in the report cards. More importantly, no matter what the baseline is,
the public wants to know if there is a frend in water quality. They look for and welcome any
information that shows a pattern or change from year to year.

Within the report card document, being able to see the letter grade clearly associated with
each indicator is important to readers. Several report cards did a good job of showing their
grades prominently, including the West and Rhode Rivers Report Card, where the letter
grades stood out and grabbed readers’ attention:
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But focus group participants wanted to revise the way the West and Rhode Rivers Report
Card presented its overview of the tributary grades. As seen here, a summary table found
on the inside front cover was too small, according to participants. Due to its importance,
readers wanted the table presented more prominently, and larger, so they could quickly and
easily find the main takeaways.

Notable was the 2008 Severn River Report Card, which did
a particularly good job in readers’ view of quickly and
clearly identifying the aggregate grade for the river.

This overview also identifies the indicators that were used
to determine the aggregate health of the Severn, and the
score for each indicator.
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On its first inside spread, the South River's 2011 Scorecard did a good job providing both a
five-year trendline for each indicator in the table to the left, and an overview of the current
grades and their trends in the table to the right. Readers appreciated this quick take on the
status of the river.

As a minor concern, though, focus group participants were uncertain how to interpret the
numerical grading scale. In particular, people wondered if a high number for an undesirable
indicator like nitrogen was good or bad. Similarly, if the trend in that indicator was
downward, they wondered if that was a positive or a negative trend from the standpoint of
water health. If this numerical scale is used, more needs to be done to make it immediately
and correctly understandable to the reader.
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2. People want to know how they as average citizens can get involved in improving the
health of their local waters.

Once they have seen and absorbed the grades, the reaction of most readers is immediately:
“What can | do to help?” They want the report card to identify what they can do — and what
they can advocate that their neighbors do — to improve these scores. As one respondent
said quite simply about a report card:

“I like how it’s not all doom and gloom. It says right here on the back, there are things that
you can do. There’s bad news, but the good news is that there are things that we can do
to make it better.”

In a similar vein, people want to know that there is a plan to get to the goal of cleaner
waters. Rather than just a report on water conditions, they want to know what the experts
are saying could be done to improve the situation over the long run. Then they can decide
how they want to plug in to that effort. None of the report cards we tested provided a good
sense of an overall strategy.

“I was really hoping to see sort of a game plan or goals. Here is the grade, here are the
problems and here is what we are going to do this year, or in the next five years, or right
now, this is what needs to be done. Just concrete, say, do this, and things will be better.
This is what we want to see happen and maybe | could take part in it if | knew what the
goals of the organization were.”

These two respondents played off each other in reacting to a report card that they thought
was not engaging enough:

“Yeah, we want to read something that says that you can make a difference...”

“...Not just what's wrong — you tell me it's really bad, give me all the information, but you
don't tell me what | can do. So don't just give me the bad news, but also give me what
could be done.”

The public wants to know what they can do to help, but we know from past work that
providing a laundry list of possible actions can be overwhelming, as people are not sure
which action to choose. With too much information, they are stymied by inaction. But
presenting and explaining a short list of recommended actions — perhaps a very short list —
is more likely to generate participation.

Further, respondents suggested that each recommended action should be linked to a
specific water quality indicator, making the list digestible and outcomes-oriented. On their
own, readers use the grades as a cue to tell them where action is most needed:

“Well, actually the letters are motivational to me, because it sends me a signal. Either | want
to focus on water clarity or I'm going to focus on underwater grasses because they're a D
and an F. I'm not going to focus on dissolved oxygen, because it's an A-minus.”

Though its recommendations should be limited in number, a report card should offer a
variety of possible actions — not just costly landscaping, or not just legislative advocacy, for
example.

“The one thing that | think is really lacking is that their ‘homework’ part is purely
legislative. It doesn't tell me what | can do personally.”
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As a general principle, several respondents said that the recommended actions should
include easy, low-cost steps to get them engaged initially — “the five-dollar action that the
average person can take.” The report card cannot just advocate more dramatic actions like
installing living shoreline or conservation landscaping.

“(I'd like to hear) how | can help. What little things | can do to help them. Not by giving
them money, because | don't have any of that. But ways that | can help in other ways.
Ways that | can maybe get my kids involved. Ways | can get the school involved.”

“l like that it shows a lot of everyday people out there cleaning up the water and not, like Sarah
said, people from the government in hazmat suits. So it’s like everybody can do something.”

Several report cards offered some version of a “homework” or “solutions” section. Two
stood out:

e The Magothy River Index report card’s “Action, Result” table resonated with respondents
because it was a focused presentation of possible actions. In table format, it was easy
to identify the actions, and quickly look down the list.

If there was criticism of the Magothy presentation, many hoped the table could be made
more graphically interesting. Others hoped to see one or two low-cost, simple actions
included in a table like this.
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e The 2008 Severn River Report Card’s “Solutions from the Riverkeeper,” was extremely
well-received. Covering a full page, this presentation linked the problems with a solution
that would address each one directly.

A key aspect of what appeals about the Severn Riverkeeper’s approach is its clear
sense of cause and effect: if people take a specific action, they can achieve a specific
outcome. The graphical presentation even used arrows to make the linkages clear, and
the report card provided helpful referrals to information and experts.

The use of photos and graphics was helpful, as well, to illustrate the issues being
discussed.
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3. Members of water protection groups want the report card to be a tool they can use
when talking with their neighbors and others in the community.

Among the watershed group members we interviewed, there was a strong sense that they
already know the key facts about water quality but want a document that will help them
evangelize with others. Here is a constituent describing how a report card can serve
multiple audiences, and another underlining the point:

“The less informed, if they start to get informed, and start to get engaged, and start to pay
attention, that’s a huge success. And then the people that are already informed — they
need to stay encouraged, that no, | haven’t been wasting my life, beating my head
against a wall, and throwing my donations away...”

“We are not the problem. The problem is...we’ve got to inform everybody else.”

Naturally, even knowledgeable people who are members of water protection groups have
more to learn, and the report card can subtly provide information even to those who feel
convinced they already know it all. In fact, the new information these member/advocates
gather from the report card is likely to be what interests them the most in the moment, and
what they will end up sharing with their neighbors.

Both the members and the non-members we interviewed said to make the report card most
effective for average readers, the consequences of poor water health need to be made
personal for people. Individuals want to know how water quality will affect them directly.
This is a perennial finding of our water protection research, and this current work is no
exception.

“I just think for the average lay person this would be too complicated. And it's like, really,
what are these grades’ effect? ...a D in this, okay, so how does that translate to, how is
that going to affect me and my health and my wellbeing? That's the bottom line.”

“Now, what | sense in the neighborhood...(people) just want to know that if their kids walk
in the stream, the kids aren’t going to get anything.”

4. In the end, readers want to know explicitly that engagement is a priority, because
engagement is important to them.

During discussion of the South River report card, where “Community Engagement” is held
up as a priority, the focus group moderator paused to ask one respondent why she was
reacting so positively. For this respondent and others, community engagement moves
beyond individual engagement, and identifies how the organization is connected in the
community, and who else is involved in the work.

Moderator: “You're smiling. Tell me more about what you're pointing at and how come you're smiling.”
Respondent: “Well, that was the very first report card that | saw, | know it was on, | could go to that
website, but this actually tells me what I'm looking for, specifically ‘community engagement’ that’s exactly
what | was looking for.”

Moderator: “Now that you’ve seen community engagement, what are you going to do about it?”
Respondent: “I'm going to read it. It’s also an acknowledgement so you know other entities that are part
of it so you know who’s contributing in the community.”

Moderator: “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

Respondent: “That’s a good thing, | think.”

Moderator: “Because?”

Respondent: “Then you know how tight the community is and...how serious people are taking interest in
this particular body of water.”
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5. Beyond local water quality readings, report cards can find other ways to be more
relevant to their watersheds.

The Chester River Report Card
included recognition of farmers’
cover crop effort, and the
contribution that is making to water
quality. Respondents in the
Chestertown focus groups, whether
they had a direct personal
connection to agriculture or not,
appreciated this local focus and the
message it sent about a
partnership with agriculture.

The Eastern Shore audience was
also distinctive in expressing a
strong sense of the economic
importance of the Bay to local
families and communities.

The urban, Baltimore audience is
acutely focused on the Harbor
regardless of where they live in the
city. There is much less psychic
connection to a local stream, or to
water generally. Concern for water
protection often centers on a more
general concern for a clean, livable neighborhood and city. With the Harbor as its centerpiece,
a Baltimore report card should make connections where it can to the impact of water quality on
a broader set of neighborhood concerns

LAYOUT AND DESIGN FEATURES

1. Many focus group participants felt a booklet format gives the document shelf life, and
a helpful sense of organization and professionalism.

We tested report cards that were laid out in an 8%z x 11” format, and others that were
organized in booklet format. More often, when asked to sum up their impressions of the
report card formats they had reviewed in the focus group, participants gravitated towards the
booklet form. They appreciated what they saw as a greater sense of professionalism
conveyed by the booklet format, as well as several other specific advantages:

¢ A number of participants said a booklet is more easily kept alongside other references at
home. It might lend itself to reading in small doses over time. To illustrate that point,
this Chester River constituent commented on what he likes about the South River Report
card:

“I don't think I'd sit down and read the whole thing through. | think I'd look through part of
it, but then sitting there with my cup of coffee in the morning, or whatever, I'd be looking
at — ...oh, let's see, how was their dissolved oxygen, let me check and see that.”
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They said a booklet provides a logical sense of organization of content. It also conveys
a sense of professionalism, “because it's more like a book; it's not a sheet of paper.”

Some just liked the tactile experience of opening a booklet and paging through it. These
readers said that is simply a pleasing experience, with the format inviting them to page
through and explore the report card’s full content. As one who also advocated strongly
for an active Facebook presence said, “Everybody still likes to have something in their
hand.”

A durable printed version has another kind of shelf life, some said, as it would be picked
up by visitors, leading to discussion and possible engagement.

“Email is great for us to read it, but the paper version on the coffee table is there for when
people are coming and they're visiting and they...say, ‘Oh, you care about this stuff,” and
they thumb through it. Maybe they come up with a question, and maybe someone else
has now started to pay attention (thanks to the report card).”

2. Most readers strongly assert an imperative to make the presentation of information
brief and to the point.

Regardless of the specific topic, most readership studies today encounter a need on the part
of the audience for summarized text, subheads, illustrative graphics, use of color for
emphasis, and other methods that give the reader quick takeaways of the major points.

This study is no exception.

This finding does not suggest that the report card needs to be dumbed-down or gutted of its
content. But it does mean that attention must be paid to making the information digestible
and accessible to the audience through good formatting. Here are more specifics on this

finding:

The West and Rhode Rivers Report Card was often singled out by respondents
throughout this study as being well-organized and presenting information in a logical,
digestible way. Even though this report stretches over 12 pages, respondents found it
approachable and readable. One respondent’s comment is typical of others who
appreciated its organization and its brief, summarized text:

“I think that's what it is [better organized]. And there are visual cues to help people figure

out what's important, what isn't...And it breaks it out into a short little synopsis. So if you

don't want to read everything all at once, you can read a little bit at a time, and then you
want to go back, because it's kind of interesting.”

e By contrast, report card text like that shown at left
was seen as too dense and wordy and
“‘overwhelming.” It needs bullet points and
summarized text, many said, just to make it
approachable. The risk for an organization that
gathers and publishes solid information but
formats it poorly is that the information will not be
read by the audience, and the outreach
opportunity will be lost.

This observation is true of highly-sophisticated audiences that want deep content but still
need it summarized for quick review, and general public audiences that are technically
unsophisticated or less educated and just need to grasp the main ideas of a publication.
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“...I'm a visual person...I'm not going through all this wordage just to find out something.
So that's what | hope to see, something | can look at, and be real simple.”

e Regardless of their overall format, report cards that managed to present their most
important information on a single page were especially well-received. In this busy,
information-heavy culture, readers are impatient to get to the point quickly.

“I would love a big, really easy to read, aesthetically pleasing thing that gives me the
straight-on statistics, not like a bunch of paragraphs in Times New Roman. | don’t need
that. | need upfront, give me the statistics.”

Implication: For multi-page report cards, the implication of this finding is a need to create
an executive summary page or two-page spread that effectively conveys the most important
observations of the report card, that is easily found by the reader within the document, and
that could literally be lifted out or printed separately as a standalone.

3. Among all audiences, whether experts or general public, there was strong push-back
against technical terminology that appeared in some report cards.

It may be surprising to water quality experts who work with terms like “turbidity” or “dead
zone” every day, but the general public has difficulty with those terms and needs them
defined. Furthermore, if a technical term is used in more than one place in a report card
publication, it needs to be defined each time, because the public is not reading report cards
in a linear fashion, and they will miss a definition that is provided on a prior page.

Where possible, technical terms should be replaced with more common terms that the public
can intuitively understand. This respondent makes a point about the term “turbidity”:

“I like that they defined ‘turbidity’ because I didn’t want to say, but | didn’t know what
turbidity was on the other (report card). So here I'm like, oh, water clarity. If it’s for a
group of people that are engaged in this, | can see why they use the word ‘turbidity.’ But if
it’s for the general public, why not just say ‘water clarity?”

In multiple focus groups, the term “dissolved oxygen,” summarized as “DO,” was questioned
by respondents. One participant asked in frustration what the term meant, pronouncing it as
“doo”:

“I missed what ‘DO’ is. I'm guessing | have to read closer to figure out what that is
because they keep mentioning ‘DO’ and | don't know what it is.”

A particularly dry and scientific report card received this assessment in a focus group of
watershed organization members — in other words an audience that is at least somewhat
accustomed to consuming information about water quality issues:

“I mean, it looks like there's a lot of information here. Again, it's not useful information |
think for the average public reader. | don’t know. It's hard, | haven't read it. It looks like a
lot of information.”

Said another about this report card:

“I think the information isn't easily understood, for me, at least. It's not that it's too
scientific, | just feel like | need to sit down for a little while and read this and try to figure
out what they're trying to explain to me.”
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A third said:

“A little too scientific. I think it’s for someone who already has an understanding of what
these charts and numbers mean.”

Naturally, a public outreach document like a report card should not evoke that kind of a
reaction. Water quality experts and advocates would be surprised by the terms that do not
connect with the public. Consider these examples:

¢ In our 2008 Maryland statewide survey for the Chesapeake Bay Trust, only 18% of the
public said they live in a “watershed.”

e Ina 2011 focus group study for the Clean Water Healthy Families Coalition, only two
participants out of 16 across two focus groups could describe what was meant by a
“dead zone.” Naturally, all of them knew it was an undesirable concept, but the specifics
escaped them.

Implication: Never underestimate the need of the audience to have terms and concepts
explained. Before a tributary report card is published, ask several laypeople to read it and
flag language that is difficult to understand, is too jargon-filled, or needs definition for a non-
scientific audience.

Good editing, and not stretching the attention span of the audience, is important. In
particular, readers do not want the organization to report everything it knows, just the main
ideas. The problem with some of the report cards evaluated was not too much science but
just too much information, this general population respondent suggested:

“It happens with environmental groups, they want to tell you everything. You have to
temper that. There is good information here, but you can’t give it to us in nine point font
with seven paragraphs. You just can’t. Temper it.”

Referring to a detailed report card write-up on underwater grasses, this fellow respondent
colorfully expressed impatience with a level of detail he considered unnecessary:

“For an example, underwater grasses, down into the first part of the second paragraph,
‘According to the Maryland Code of Regulations, COMAR 26.08.02.03-3, the underwater
grass acreage restoration...” Yammer, yammer, yammer. That could have been edited
much better.”
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4. Readers want imagery that draws them in, and is self-explanatory.

As an example of what is being done right, the West
and Rhode Rivers Report Card was extremely well-
received for its inviting cover image. Though the
occasional focus group respondent criticized this
image as too idyllic considering the largely negative
content of the report card, most people found it to be
an expression of what they hoped for the waters, and
an image that invited them to open the publication
and look further.

West/Rhode Riverkeeper also received high marks
from the focus group evaluators for the variety of
images used throughout the publication. The
publication blended photographs, maps, simple
tables, and understandable charts and graphs to
keep reader interest from page-to-page.

South River Federation’s striking cover image of an osprey generated much focus group
discussion, as well. Though not as warm and friendly perhaps as the West/Rhode cover,
South River’'s cover image had great visual impact. It is attention-getting and might cause
the publication to be picked up.

What generated the discussion about this image,
though, was not that it pictured wildlife. On the
contrary, some respondents played down this
image saying, “I think I'm going to read about a
bird. | have no reason to believe I'm dealing with
the environment.” What interested focus group
respondents about this image and generated the
most discussion was speculation about the bird’s
expression and unusual appearance. Was the bird
“angry,” or “oily,” or just “young?” Whatever the
case, the bird has personality, and that’s what
drew in these respondents.
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As a third example, this Bay-wide report card cover did
not connect well for focus group participants. They
suggested that this cover was “not cohesive.”

The highly urbanized photo that dominates this
cover seemed inappropriate and unappealing.
They wondered if this photo was meant to be a
statement about overdevelopment, or about
how a city could co-exist with the Bay. This
image is not what the Bay calls to mind for
most of them. It “pushed me away” said one
respondent.

Were the grasses pictured in the lower left
desirable or undesirable, they asked, and what
were the other images meant to symbolize?

From this discussion, they clearly indicated that
they want a cover that is visually interesting,
unified, and appealing.

In other comments about layout and graphics, focus group participants offered these
observations:

Maps

To be effective, maps in any geographic
area need to be focused on a single
objective, and use clear symbology. A
report card map we tested that used
symbols of different sizes, colors, and
numbers without clear explanation raised
more questions than answers. A clear
legend, in a font large enough to be read,
must be offered. This map found in the
EcoCheck report card was found to be
simple, clear, and of interest to all
because of the water quality
comparisons it made around the Bay.
Though it was too general for many
people, the idea behind the Bay-wide
report card of comparing one’s own
tributary with the larger picture was very
appealing.

Maps are extremely useful outside the
most urban areas. On the Eastern
Shore, in fact, detailed information down
to the smallest tributary was eagerly
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consumed. Suburban respondents were generally interested in locally-relevant maps,
though their interest had its limits. Baltimore residents were more impatient with the
maps they viewed, though to be fair to them, there were no local report cards for
Baltimore — and therefore no local maps — to be evaluated.

Complicated Graphics

e Similar to the reaction to maps, this complicated graphic drawn from the Chester River
report card elicited very different responses depending on the audience. In the Western
Shore focus groups, where most respondents were unfamiliar with the Chester River
watershed, people often thought this graphic was too complicated. But in the
Chestertown focus groups, participants dwelled on this page and particularly enjoyed the
ability to compare tributary to tributary, as well as year-to-year. With intimate knowledge
of local geography, particularly in a rural setting, the appetite of an audience for this kind
of local detail is much greater.
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Photographs

e |t cannot be overstated that
readers love photographs.
Readers particularly want to see
pictures of people smiling and
taking stewardship actions — or
enjoying water-related recreation,
fishing, or crabbing — in real-world
settings.

e Viewing the report card
publications we tested, though,
respondents were often critical of

photos that were pixilated or too small. In today’s digital world, image quality is
important to consumers of information, and they expect that even home-grown
publications will include crisp, high-quality photographs.

“But | think my criticism would be the same across all brochures is that the graphics (are

low-quality). We live in a very savvy world. This is like what | would have expected in the
1980s and 1990s.”

e As with technical language, photographs were sometimes too technical. Readers are
less interested in photos of a testing device than they are a graphic depiction of clean or
silted water.

A Clean, Uncluttered Appearance

¢ In general, readers want a clean and uncluttered layout. They want large fonts and a
report that is generally easy to read.

“The thing that turns me off is like the size of the print and the format. If it’s cluttered then
that means | have to stop and think, put on glasses to read it and so forth. (I'm) probably
not going to bother.”

THE DIGITAL DEMINSION

Though this was mainly a printed publications test, we explored briefly how report cards could
manifest themselves online beyond simply posting a PDF on the organization’s website, and
how they might tie in to social media.

1.

Social media can tie in to the report card and keep it alive throughout the year.

It happened that the Chestertown general population group was composed entirely of
people under the age of 30. They had a deep and lively discussion about the use of social
media, and how that might effectively be tied in to a printed tributary report card publication.
A key observation was the impact of knowing through social media how many other people
are involved with the organization, and specifically who they are.

“People are most likely to get up, physically get up and do something, when they see a lot of
other people doing it. When you can get the word to enough people to do something one
day, (it’s encouraging) just see enough people there. If | know 300 people are going to go do
that, yeah, I'll go help. Because that's going to make a difference, right?”
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Tweeting quick facts and tying back to the report card or stewardship-related content on the
organization’s website can keep the quality readings alive through the year, and build better
engagement.

“I guess I follow on Twitter a couple of different organizations... And they'll post a
shocking fact in the mornings, some horrible thing that has come of this. It will make you
stop and think. Even if it's not something you can immediately do something about, you
can still stop and think and contemplate. Like, what am | doing to help this organization
that I'm following, that I claim to be friends with on Facebook, or whatever? | think on
Twitter, if these organizations posted, today, this many fish died...or this, this and this...”

For those respondents who understand social media and believe in the cause of clean
water, there is an urgency to use social media as an engagement tool.

“We’ve got to connect to social media more than just saying visit our website. ..the
hardest thing to do with any of these organizations is connect to an audience. ...If you
don’t connect to an audience... you’re nowhere. You just spent a whole lot of money to
produce a very slick brochure that nobody’s going to read. Excuse me? What was the
point of that, in spending money that is not bringing you a return in getting people out

there to realize what’s going on and to want to do something about it?”

Younger focus group participants in Chestertown who actively use social media explained
that the simple act of “liking” an on organization is the crossing of a psychic threshold for
them, and the first step in joining. It tells not only others, but it tells themselves, that this
cause is important to them and they need to look into it more closely.

“It should be a constant reminder of something that suggests if you want to be part of
this, not send us a check, although that would be great. Its follow us, join us on Twitter,
Join us on Facebook. Be a part of the solution...”

2. As report cards become more standardized in the future, hosting them online offers
some great opportunities.

This research has identified the imperative of keeping the information brief and readable, not
going in to too much depth for the general reader. As report card information moves more
and more online in the years ahead, a tremendous opportunity lies in including links to much
deeper, more technical information for readers who are interested, while keeping the topline
presentation of data more quickly readable.

The other great opportunity offered by the Web, should report cards and their grading
systems become more standardized, will be the ability to provide a Bay-wide perspective,
and to compare one’s own tributary to others around the Bay. As a vision for the future,
some thought that an online interactive map that would enable both a Bay-wide picture of
water quality, as well as the ability to dive deeply into an individual tributary, would be a
powerful tool. This savvy Chestertown respondent outlined his vision:

“I think it ought to lead to a website that’s an interactive website so that living in
Chestertown, | could go and click on the Bay, if | had interest in any part of the Bay.
Ultimately, get up into the Chester River in Chestertown and then find out what the

causes of the pollution are — the sources, and then what were the corrective actions.
Then | could decide what role | could play, either personally in my home, or professionally
as a consultant or a volunteer group — like we are tonight — whatever the case may be.”
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Conclusion

This evaluation provides a clear set of findings and recommendations for producing a tributary
report card that will be more accessible to both members of watershed groups and the general
public.

Readers want report cards that get to the point quickly and do not confront them with technical

jargon. They want to know immediately the short list of actions they can take personally to help
move these grades in a positive direction. To absorb the information readily, they want inviting

photos and graphics, a clean, uncluttered appearance, and professional formatting and design.
The digital realm offers new possibilities of moving water quality reporting to a whole new level

of customization and engagement.

It has been a pleasure undertaking this evaluation. Please do not hesitate to call on us for
further interpretation and application of these findings.

OpinionWorks
Annapolis, Maryland
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