
DESIGN FOR CHANGE
EPA communications driven by 

social sciences & community input



First drafts promptly changed to note diversity 
and began to address the  literacy challenge.



Alerted to the language demographics. Stayed mindful of dialect, cultural 
sensitivities and required modifying translation contract to accommodate crisis 
communications. 

Continued on with necessary translations (Chinese, Spanish, Arabic)



Partners: Experts, all levels of Govt & Community

Flint

Media
EPA Office of Water

EPA Field Team

EPA R5 & HQ Public Affairs

EPA Office of Public 
Engagement

EPA OECA

EPA ORD

NSF

U of Michigan

White House SBST

Virginia Tech

Genesee County

City of Flint

State of Michigan

HHS



After collaborating with Social & Behavioral Sciences Team (SBST) we focused on 
minimizing text, replacing with graphics when possible. 

Targeting ACTIONS: WHO, WHAT, HOW & WHEN.



This increase in communications 
and feedback alerted us to 
community having difficulty 
installing filters and confusion on 
when to change them.

The “HOW TO/WHEN” 
instruction had to take into 
consideration: NSF filter product 
certification, breaking down your 
aerator for cleaning, filter 
installation, etc.



Triple Whammy: Complex messaging, scientific content, in multiple languages.

Oh yeah… and ASAP.



#FlushforFlint campaign in 
May 2016 (electronic billboards, 
bus wrap graphics) encouraged 
residents to use their water. 
This was critical in coating lead 
pipes throughout the system. 



Shared information without ownership



Flyers

Press Releases

Media Advisories

Door hangers

Social Media Posts

Church Bulletins

Invites to Open House

Bus Wrap Graphics

Electronic Billboards

Experts in:
Environmental Sciences

Communications 

Social Sciences

Policy

Language Translation

Social Media

Technical Illustration

Printing



Lessons Learned
• When translating to other languages, be mindful of cultural practices and dialect.

• Discovered mods needed to be made to translation contract to accommodate 
very tight turn-around (change existing SOPs).

• Rely on experts (NSF, ORD) for accuracy and community leaders and social science 
data to organize & reinterpret complex messaging.

• Flyers were determined to be the appropriate means of mass communication.

• Hundreds of door-to-door visits were necessary to gather feedback, gain trust, 
sample, install filters, delivering water, education ops.

• Open House forums provided ops to engage with community and visit both simple 
and highly technical public health issues.
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