
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Introduction & Background 

 

Scientists are aware of the need to effectively communicate their research to the public, decision-makers, 

and funders in new and creative ways. Additionally, an ever-growing number of artists are addressing 

environmental issues, and funders are beginning to see this work as relevant. This is leading to the 

increase of interdisciplinary collaborations between the art and sciences.  

 

NOAA’s National Estuarine Research Reserve System (NERRS) attempts to address environmental 

concerns and protect estuaries by partnering with 29 coastal states to monitor estuary health and manage 

coastal resources. To accomplish their goal of encouraging stewardship of estuaries in local communities, 

the NERRS is seeking new ways to communicate monitoring data, and the threats that face these crucial 

ecosystems. NOAA’s Office for Coastal Management and the National Estuarine Research Reserve 

Association (NERRA) have expressed interest in expanding art-science collaborations nationally.  

 

This masters project sought to expand the NERRS’s local and national capacity to use art to communicate 

Reserve research and stewardship priorities (e.g., climate change). The project built upon existing 

programs within the NERRS to support transitioning the initiative to a national level, with the hope that 

research and data can become more accessible and relatable to communities throughout the nation. The 

information included in this report and the client deliverable sought to answer four research questions: 1) 

what are the benefits and challenges of using art to communicate science?, 2) Can art help different 

learning styles (e.g., visual) better understand and retain scientific data and concepts?, 3) what practices 

have been used to successfully complete art and science collaboratives?, and 4) where and why has the 

Reserve used art to communicate science in the past? 

 

Research Methods 

 

Three data collection methods were used within this study: (1) a literature and case study review, (2) 

informational interviews with key actors, and (3) a survey of the NERRS. These methods provided a 

diversity of information to inform and answer the research questions and meet the research objectives. 

Employing three different data collection methods lead to a more informed client deliverable. 

 

Summary of Findings 

 

1) Where and why the Reserve has used art to communicate science: 

• 21 out of 29 Reserves are known to have participated in art-science collaborations of some form. 

• A majority of the Reserves intended to increase Reserve engagement with the general 

public/community through their art-science programs. 

 

2) Best practices used to successfully complete art and science collaboratives:  

 

1) Project Design 

• The most influential topics are place-based current events. 

• A majority of funds come from grants, for Reserves these are mainly Federal Grants. 

• Funding the collaborative thinking process leads to a better product. 

• Partnerships crucial to funding and labor as they can provide more funds or resources. 

 

2) Role of key players 

• A minority of case studies involved the direct collaboration of both artists and scientists 

in the project from the outset. 



• Engagement is dependent on individuals’ personality and chemistry among collaborators. 

• If the community is directly involved in the project, stricter guidelines are necessary, but 

they are a loud and active promoter of the product.  

 

3) Measuring outcomes and success  

• All projects analyzed were successfully completed and most used informal feedback 

and/or participation numbers to measure success. 

• Measuring success is resource intensive and response for participants is not consistent. 

• Embedded formative and follow-up assessments can formally measure programmatic 

outcomes.  

• Increasing the formal measurement improves the fundability of art-science programs.  

• There is a desire for an increased use of success metrics, but artists point out that the goal 

is to create a connection with the output, which can easily be measured by informal 

feedback.  

 

3) Benefits and challenges of using art to communicate science: 

 

• Four key benefits that increase engagement were identified across methodologies.  

• Art is a unique and powerful communicator that engages people in a different way then 

graphs and data do. This can change participants perception of a scientific concept. 

• Art engages people emotionally and can create strong feelings towards the science, which can 

increase engagement and retention.  

• Art is intrinsically cultural and can strongly influence bonding around environmental issues, 

connecting people to each other and to the issue.  

• Art is an effective marketing tool for science organizations because it increases positive 

perceptions and engages new audiences. 

 

• Three key challenges were identified in the data (funding, staff capacity, and interdisciplinary 

challenges). Interviewees informed potential strategies for overcoming these.  

• Funding and staff capacity were the most frequently mentioned challenges. 

• These challenges can potentially be overcome by good partnerships and creativity. 

• Interdisciplinary challenges (e.g., communication between artists and scientists) were also 

mentioned  frequently in interviews.  

• Focusing time early on in the project on initial collaborative thinking can help to overcome 

interdisciplinary challenges. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Research on this topic is limited and mostly self-reported. Perhaps because formal assessment is difficult, 

and funding does not have strong institutional support. Further research and assessment is needed in order 

to further art-science collaborations’ impact, and more institutional support and funding opportunities are 

needed to encourage participation.  

 

Despite this, art-science collaborations can play an important role in communication and can increase 

stewardship. Therefore, expanding upon art-science collaborations in the NERRS to nationally leverage 

art could help increase stewardship and engagement among communities. Reserve scientists are 

extremely interested in participating in art-science collaborations, and in creating an artist-in-residence 

program at Research Reserves. With increased national support, art-science collaborations could make a 

significant impact on stewardship and engagement within reserve communities. 

 



 

 
 


