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Abstract 

In this dissertation, I conducted an exploratory analysis of ways we can improve policy 
communication using policy comics. I conducted semi-structured interviews with the general 
public to understand where people get their policy information, how they interact with it, what 
affects how they interact with it, and what they like and dislike about the communications they 
see. Using this information, I created 3 pairs of comics and short-form text about policy research. 
I then conducted a second set of interviews showing people both comic and text formats and 
asking participants to rate each communication on characteristics and outcomes determined from 
the first set of interviews. I also asked people about what they liked and disliked about each 
communication and how the communications compared with each other. I synthesized results 
from both sets of interviews to create How-To guides for policy research communicators based 
on what the goals of the communications are; communicators need to be clear what the intended 
outcome of the communication is since different outcomes may require different and possibly 
contradictory strategies. I also discuss the potential areas where comics may be appropriate as 
policy communication. 
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Executive Summary 
Policy communication often involves long reports filled with dense text and jargon. Comics are an 
increasingly popular way to communicate information. This dissertation investigates comics as 
policy communication to identify ways policy communication can be improved more generally and 
answers the following research questions:  
 

RQ1. How do people interact with policy communication*? 
RQ2. How do comics compare to the traditional policy communications? 
RQ3. How can we communicate policy research more effectively? 

 
Academic literature about comics as communication generally focuses on 3 areas: the benefits of 
using comics, how to create comics, and experiments using comics. Some benefits of using comics 
are that they are easier to read, good across varying English language levels, and include narratives 
and characters, which are persuasive tools that evoke emotional responses. To create comics, 
communicators should take into account the narrative, audience, implementation, and get feedback 
throughout the process. Randomized control trials comparing comics to text show comics don’t 
increase learning or intention but are still preferred by readers, but using comics were generally 
limited and conducted mostly in sciences. As such, this dissertation focuses on how comics might be 
used as policy communication. 
 
To answer RQ1, I conducted semi-structured interviews with 10 participants from the general public 
about where they encounter policy communication, how they interact with it, and what they like and 
dislike about the communications they see. I used these findings to help create 3 policy comics 
based on short-form text versions of policy research. To answer RQ2, I then conducted a second set 
of semi-structured interviews with 11 participants from the general public, showing them both 
comic and text versions of a topic and asking them Likert-scale and open-ended questions about 
each format as well as how the formats compared. These questions were based on the results from 
the first set of interviews about key characteristics and outcomes of policy communications. Finally, 
I synthesized results from both sets of interviews to answer RQ3, creating recommendations for 
policy creators based on what they want their audience to do with the communication.  
 
Results from the first set of interviews indicate people generally get their policy communication 
online and from national news sources. All participants mentioned interacting with other people 
after engaging with the policy communication, generally to share or discuss something they found 
interesting or relevant. Other common actions include investigating further or taking action such as 
donating or volunteering. The most common factors that affect whether a person choses to engage 
with a communication in the first place are interest, relevance, topic, and a desire to see other views. 
People liked it when communications were easy to access, contained new information, and were 
well-formatted. People disliked it when communications were biased, “clickbaity,” or bad quality. 
 

 
 
* For the purpose of this dissertation, policy communication will be defined as any communication 
about public policy. 
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Taking these results into account, I created 3 sets of policy comics and short-form text versions of 
policy research. I tried to make them easy to read and give people new information they might want 
to discuss with others while trying to avoid bias. I drew and wrote comics myself. Text was generally 
unedited from original versions to avoid biasing content. The 3 comics were Algorithmic Fairness, 
based on an academic paper abstract; Black Veterans, based on a blog post about a RAND report; 
and Intersectionality, based on excerpts from 3 different academic papers.  
 
I then conducted the second set of interviews using the comics I created and asked about the 
characteristics and outcomes of policy communications people mentioned in those first interviews. 
Results from the second set of interviews indicate people were more likely to open or click on the 
comics, found them more interesting and higher quality, and generally liked them better than the 
text. However, people found them less trustworthy and in some cases more biased. Overall, the 
comics rated more highly on key characteristics and outcomes; while comics rated more poorly on 
certain outcomes there wasn’t any outcome where comics rated more poorly for all 3 topics, 
suggesting some negative effects of can be mitigated.  
 
People said the comics were easier to read, more engaging, and appealed to a wider audience, but felt 
that they learned more from the text. Accessibility (mostly readability) and visuals were the most 
common things mentioned when people mentioned what they liked and disliked. Readability was 
also the most commonly mentioned thing when people were asked to define quality, and bias was 
hardly mentioned. 
 
To communicate policy more effectively depends on what the goal of the communication is. 
Recommendations for communicators of policy research are as follows: 
 

• To get people to interact with a communication, in this case open or click on it, you should 
focus on making a communication interesting, relevant, and high-quality in ways that are 
obvious before the target audience even opens the communication. You might employ bias 
to increase engagement. 

• To get people to share a communication you should focus on making a communication 
interesting, relevant, and high-quality within the communication itself. You might employ 
bias to increase engagement. 

• To get people to understand a communication, you should focus on making it easy to read, 
trustworthy, and high-quality. 

• To get people to trust a communication, you should focus on making it easy, high-quality, 
and relevant. You should also avoid bias and focus on reporting facts. 

• To affect people’s opinions on a communication, you should focus on making it biased, 
interesting, and high quality. 

 
Overall, a communication’s quality, and how interesting, relevant, and easy to read it was were all 
positively correlated with all outcomes. Characteristics that were inconsistent across outcomes 
included bias, trustworthiness, and how similar it was to the reader’s prior knowledge. Whether 
someone would open or click on a report was very similar to whether they would share or discuss, 
and whether someone’s opinion would be affected by the report was the most different to the other 
outcomes. 
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Bias was of note; people generally mentioned it negatively in the first set of interviews, but in fact it 
was positively correlated with most of the other positively mentioned characteristics and outcomes 
of communications and no correlation with a communication’s overall rating. This suggests that bias 
isn’t necessarily “bad,” and instead could be utilized to engage people and affect their opinions. 
When asked to define bias, participants generally said bias was having an opinion on something, 
whether that opinion affected the content or not. 
 
Comics might be best employed when a communicator wants to increase engagement, interaction, 
and interest. They might be useful as introduction to a topic as they are easier to read, less 
intimidating, and have wider appeal, but generally don’t impart as much information. Aspects of 
comics that improved readability such visuals that aid understanding, smaller pieces of text, and 
engaging narratives can also be applied to text or other forms of communication.  
 
But while comics increase engagement compared to text, affecting outcomes such as how likely 
someone would be to open or share a communication, comics had little effect on whether someone 
was likely to take action or investigate further. And comics may have less of an effect if the text is 
already easy to read and understand. Another consideration when deciding to create a comic is 
practicality: for a policy researcher it may be time consuming or difficult to create a comic. But the 
process of making a comic may still have value since it forces communicators to pare down their 
messages and consider how to communicate most effectively. 
 
The most important thing when creating any policy communication is to consider the context, such 
as the audience and the tone of the message. But comics were generally more popular with 
participants, suggesting there is a lot of potential for comics to improve policy communication. 
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1.  Introduction & Background 
Policy research is traditionally communicated in long reports using jargon and academic language for 
policymakers. However, academic format and style can make research reports dense and 
unappealing for both policymakers and the general public. Policymakers often have limited time to 
consume research, but a 250-page report containing 100,000 words would take over 8 hours to read 
when read at an average speed of 200 words per minute – time that a busy policymaker cannot 
afford to spend on one report. And if policymakers don’t have time for a report written with them 
in mind, other readers without the same background knowledge may be less likely or able to read the 
report. 
 
Another key audience for policy research is the public, who are affected by policies designed and 
enacted by policymakers, and who should have access to policy research. Public engagement in 
politics is increasing, with turnout for the 2020 U.S. presidential election at a record high, suggesting 
that members of the public are growing interested in policy research. But despite increasing 
engagement in politics, people may be unwilling or unable to make sense of the long reports that 
comprise policy research, and this reluctance or inability may be exacerbated if they are not used to 
reading academic reports. 
 
Most people do not regularly consume information in the form of an academic report and have no 
interest in communications provided in this form. Many people do not actively seek out policy 
research, and only come across information relevant to them while they browse their social media 
feeds and see attention-grabbing headlines and articles. Alternative forms of communication could 
be leveraged to increase interest in policy research or the likelihood that these casual browsers, who 
will still be affected by policy, consume policy research. 
 
Narratives, defined as a particular structure of communication that describes events over time as 
they impact characters, are an effective form of communication that is used across fields, including 
entertainment and journalism. The comics format merges visual and verbal forms of 
communication, providing an opportunity to present narratives visually without losing the detail 
provided by written language. Comics have long been a form of entertainment and are increasingly 
used to cover policy issues with success, but little research has been done on how comics can be 
used as policy communication. 
 
Comics have been used throughout history to communicate stories through narratives, but the first 
comic to be published in the US was a Swiss comic called The Adventures of Mr. Obediah Oldbuck, 
published in 1842 (Gabilliet, 2010). Comics continued to be popularized and published in the 19th 
century with the advent of daily newspapers. These initial comics were primarily editorial, such as 
the short political cartoons by Thomas Nast. In the 1920s and 30s comics began to be published 
independently of newspapers in serial publications like Comics Monthly, The Funnies, and Famous 
Funnies (Gabilliet, 2010; Goulart, 2000). The development of the comic book allowed for longer 
stories and contributed to the growth in interest in comics among the general public and younger 
readers, which has continued to the present day. 
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While political cartoons have been published since the 19th century, long-form comics as policy 
communication is a more recent and growing field, with both individuals and institutions exploring 
the potential for policy comics. For example, in 2017 the London School of Economics Library 
produced comic abstracts for research papers to promote their open access journal. From 2014 to 
2017 John Lewis’ March, an autobiographical graphic novel trilogy set during the civil rights 
movement, won both literary and comic book awards and even spurred a 2021 sequel, Run. The Nib, 
an online politics and non-fiction comics publication, received over $160,000 in support for their 
Kickstarter campaign for a serial print magazine in 2018 and is currently member-funded, indicating 
public interest in comics as policy communication. 
  
While policy-relevant comics are being generated, research into how the comics format affects policy 
communication is lacking. Therefore, I will attempt to investigate the advantages and disadvantages 
of using the comics medium as a method of policy communication to the general public to inform 
our understanding of how we can improve policy communication more generally. 
 

Research Questions 
I will attempt to answer the following research questions with this analysis: 
 

RQ1. How do people interact with policy communication? 
RQ2. How do comics compare to the traditional policy communications? 
RQ3. How can we communicate policy research more effectively? 

 

Overview 
This dissertation contains 7 chapters. This section describes the policy issue, research questions, and 
the existing academic literature on comics as communication. Chapter 2: Methodology contains an 
overview of the methodological approach, which includes two sets of interviews and the creation of 
policy comics and their respective short-form text versions. Chapter 3: Results includes qualitative 
results from the first set of interviews about how people find, consume, and interact with policy 
communications, addressing RQ1, and qualitative and quantitative results from the second set of 
interviews about how policy comics compare to text, addressing RQ2. Chapter 4: What Does This 
Mean for Whom? addresses RQ3 by synthesizing results into How-To guides for policy 
communicators. Chapter 5: Some Thoughts on Bias includes a brief discussion on bias and how results 
on bias were contradictory at times. Chapter 6: How Can Comics Be Used as Policy Communication? 
includes discussion on when comics might be an appropriate method of policy communication and 
how comics can improve policy communication. Chapter 7 concludes the dissertation. 
 

Definitions 
Comics 
Definitions of comics vary, to the point where articles have been written about attempts to define 
comics (Meskin, 2007), but nearly all academics and non-academics discussing comics cite Scott 
McCloud and his 1994 definition of comics: “juxtaposed pictoral and other images in deliberate 
sequence, intended to convey information and/or to produce an aesthetic response in the viewer” 
(p. 9). This definition explicitly excludes single-panel comics such as political cartoons. While Meskin 
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(2007) notes McCloud’s definition is limiting in that it assumes the creator’s intentions, given that 
this analysis is explicitly about using comics to convey information, I will use McCloud’s definition. 
 
Policy Communication 
For the purpose of this analysis, policy communication will be defined as any communication about 
public policy. While discussion will primarily focus on recommendations specific to communications 
about policy research, when looking into previous work and collecting data, I asked about policy 
communications in general since lessons learned from how people interact with policy 
communications will still be applicable when the communication is about policy research. 
 

Literature Review 
Generally, academic literature on comics as a form of communication focuses on 3 areas: potential 
benefits of using comics as communication, guides on how to create comics for communication, 
and results of experiments comparing comics to non-comics forms of communication. Most work 
focusing on comics as communication looks specifically at science communication and education, 
although there is some work on using comics in healthcare. 
 
Benefits of Using Comics 
Academic research on comics generally views comics as having a lot of potential to improve 
communication in comparison to other communication formats and due to communication 
techniques that are commonly found in comics. 
 
Comics potentially offer many advantages over written prose or singular illustrations. Because 
comics, a medium that utilizes both visuals and text, mirrors people's visual conception of the world 
and models the thinking and behavior shaped by that conception, comics are underutilized as a 
communication tool and could have great potential in both efficacy and communication in birthing 
new ideas (Sousanis, 2015). Comics can enhance understanding, universalize the experience for the 
reader, and reveal multiple meanings behind words (Green & Myers, 2010). Comics break things 
into digestible sizes, and visual narratives can help explain concepts that are too complex as only 
visuals (Frinella, 2018). Comics are also good across varying levels of reading comprehension or with 
English learners, a “happy medium between received and perceived information,” and are non-
threatening (Tribull, 2017). 
 
Comics, as compared to video, allow readers to control their own pace and reread panels as 
necessary without having to commit verbal information to memory immediately (Bach et al., 2016; 
Tribull, 2017). 
 
Certain techniques often utilized in, although not exclusive to, comics also provide advantages over 
traditional research reports. Comics typically use characters, allowing readers to develop an 
emotional attachment (Symons & Johnson, 1997). McCloud (1994) posits this is why simple styles 
can be more powerful than realistic styles; artists often juxtapose simple characters with detailed 
backgrounds to allow the reader to insert themselves into the panels. Comics also often contain 
narratives, which are a model for memory acquisition, simulate social experiences, easier to 
remember, powerful persuasive tool with increased efficacy over time, and are often absorbed as 



 

 
 
 
 

4 

facts even labelled as fiction (Frinella, 2018). Narratives can increase understanding and engagement 
and are intrinsically persuasive (Dahlstrom, 2014). 
 
These proposed benefits suggest that comics may be particularly advantageous when trying to 
communicate policy research to members of the public with varying educational levels or when 
trying to increase interest and engagement from groups that are not typically consumers of policy 
research. As such, I will focus on both of these groups to leverage the advantages of comics over 
other communication mediums. 
 
How to Create Comics for Communication 
Papers about creating comics typically involved the authors making a comic themselves and 
discussing their process.   
  
Bach et al. (2016) tried to develop a method for systematically creating comics about dynamic 
networks, i.e., visualizations of networks and how they change over time, using several rounds of 
interviews with non-experts while developing their comics to determine key design factors. They 
learned that readers were able to interpret most findings even without annotations present, but that 
annotations were necessary for ambiguous or symbolic representations or to portray events 
occurring in parallel. Other findings included that the number of panels was perceived as 
proportional to the duration of time. 
  
Friesen et al. (2018) listed steps for making a comic as: developing a conceptual foundation tying key 
information to a broad theme, developing a setting, creating characters, and then creating a storyline 
with a narrative. 
  
Bach et al. (2016) suggested authors understand traditional comics, follow design principles (e.g., 
consistency across panels), and collect external feedback. Tribull’s (2017) advice for those making 
comics suggested that authors consider their narrative, their audience, and implementation: funding 
as well as distribution. 
 
Overall, to create effective comics for communication it is important to consider the process as a 
whole and solicit feedback throughout the process. I referenced these guidelines when creating my 
own comic when possible. 
 
Experiments with Comics 
Despite the proposed advantages of comics, research about experiments comparing comics to non-
comics communications generally show limited benefits of comics over traditional methods of 
learning. Benefits of comics primarily seem to be emotional — comics were generally perceived 
more positively and with higher interest even if there were no concrete benefits such as increased 
understanding compared to traditional communications.  
  
Haughney (2008) made their own comic for stakeholders and received positive feedback from 
readers, causing at least one reader to share the comic with others, although having physical copies 
impeded dissemination as people liked to hold on to their copies. The topic of the comic is not 
known. 
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Lin et al. (2014) developed their own comic and corresponding informational booklet about 
nanotechnology and compared the two with a pre-test, assigning participants to either the comic or 
the booklet, and then doing a post-test. Comics increased interest and enjoyment, while the booklet 
decreased both (although results were not statistically significant), although there was no difference 
between the two in learning outcomes. 
  
Tribull (2017) did a review of existing literature on comics experiments in science education. 
Research shows readers have higher levels of interest in comics, but while some studies have shown 
comics can improve understanding, others have shown mixed results and most studies have small 
sample sizes or no control groups. 
  
Frinella (2018) also did a review of comics experiments in science education, and noted the potential 
bias of most researchers being the authors of the comics. Use of control groups was limited, but 
most studies had more than 100 participants. Most research showed comics improved engagement 
and motivation and participants generally preferred comics even if there were no other gains, but 
classroom research may have been biased by the novelty of comics in an educational setting. Frinella 
noted a limitation of experimental research on comics is that the effects of using a comic couldn’t be 
separated from the effects of having a visualization or a narrative component. 
  
Brantner & Lobinger (2014) looked at comics used in a 2010 Viennese city and district council 
election where comics were released by both parties and found the comics were generally viewed 
unfavorably by the media, which focused primarily on their ideological content. This suggests 
comics may not be viewed positively depending on the bias of their content. 
 
These findings generally suggest comics do increase interest and engagement, and might be more 
impactful when communicating information that is not typically presented as a comic, such as policy 
research. However, experiments using comics have almost exclusively focused on using comics as 
science education, so it is unclear how the effects may change when comics as policy 
communication. As such, I will attempt to provide a unique data point in comics research and 
increase our understanding of how policy research can best be communicated. 
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2.  Methodology 
Overview 
Given the lack of existing research on comics as policy communication, I conducted an exploratory 
analysis of the space by generating primary data through a process consisting of 2 rounds of semi-
structured interviews. The overview of the methodology and how tasks relate to each other can be 
seen in Figure 2-1 below:  
 
Figure 2-1. Overview of Methodology 

 
 
As shown in Figure 2-1 above, I will answer the research questions over the following 4 tasks: 
 

A. (RQ1, RQ3) I will examine how people find, consume, and understand policy 
communications and identify target areas in this process where comics have the greatest 
potential effect on readers using interviews. 

B. I will create comic versions and short-form text communications about policy research 
reports to use for comparisons keeping the results from Task A in mind. 

C. (RQ2, RQ3) I will identify and measure the dimensions across which comics and the text 
communications differ using interviews focusing on the areas highlighted in Task A and 
using the comics created in Task B. 

D. (RQ3) I will use results from RQ1 and RQ2 to identify where the most effective leverage 
points are for improving policy communication using the results from Task A and Task B. 

 

How do people interact with policy communication? 
To answer this research question, I conducted a set of 10 semi-structured interviews, later referred 
to in this report as the first set of interviews. Semi-structured interviews were chosen to allow 
participants to elaborate and expand on topics while providing enough structure for comparisons 
across individuals. For the full list of questions asked, see Appendix A: RQ 1 Interview Materials. 
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Ultimately, I aimed to generate the following descriptive information during interviews: 
○ Places people encounter policy communications 
○ Ways people interact with policy communications 
○ Factors that affect how people interact with policy communications 
○ Aspects of policy communication that need improvement 
○ Aspects of policy communication that are done well 

 
Sampling 
I targeted the general public, i.e., non-experts of varying ages, educational levels, racial backgrounds, 
and political beliefs, to understand how policy research can best be communicated to non-experts. I 
recruited individuals in the United States using a diversity sampling method: I started with an 
informal snowball sample of acquaintances and friends of acquaintances and asked participants to 
recommend other individuals who might be as different to them as possible to recruit additional 
participants. I did not initially recruit for a particular dimension but as I recruited more participants, 
I began to seek participants who were different from who I had already interviewed. My focus was 
not on a particular demographic population of people but instead on the space of policy 
communication so I wanted to ensure collection of the range of responses and not measure their 
prevalence in a population.   
 
Since I was not trying to estimate any parameters, it was not critical to recruit a representative 
probability sample. Interviews were conducted until “saturation,” when no new information is 
gathered. Sample sizes of 10-20 people or participants can be sufficient to achieve saturation, even in 
non-probability samples (Bernard et al., 2016; Weller et al, 2018); my initial plan was to conduct 10 
interviews initially and stop when no new information was being collected in subsequent interviews, 
but by the 10th interview I was not generating new overarching themes and concluded recruitment at 
10 participants. Table 2-1 below provides a summary of participant demographics for this first set of 
interviews. 
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Table 2-1. Participant Demographics for First Set of Interviews (N=10) 

Characteristic Category Count 
Gender Male 6 
 Female 3 
 Non-Binary 1 
Age 18-29 5 
 30-39 2 
 40-49 0 
 50-59 3 
 60+ 0 
Race & Ethnicity White (non-Hispanic) 4 
 Black 1 
 Asian 4 
 Hispanic or Latinx 2 
Highest Level of 
Education 

High School 2 

 College Degree 4 
 Graduate Degree 4 
Political Beliefs Liberal to Moderate Liberal 6 
 Moderate or Independent 1 
 Moderate Conservative to 

Conservative 
3 

 

Note: Counts for race and ethnicity may not add up to N=10 since 
people some people described themselves as being in multiple 
categories.  

 
Categories for Race & Ethnicity, Highest Level of Education, and Political Beliefs are approximate 
and are only included to show the general distribution of participants. Participants gave open ended 
responses, some of which may not fit neatly into these categories. Participants who were of mixed-
race were counted for each category they listed.   
 
Data Collection 
I conducted the interviews using Zoom or over the phone, with audio being recorded. Zoom did 
not allow me to record audio only, so video was also recorded but deleted immediately after 
interviews. Interviewees were sent a Fact Sheet/Informed Consent Form in advance and were told 
interviews would take about an hour. I followed an Interview Protocol when conducting interviews: 
I started interviews by confirming informed consent and consent to record the interview, then 
continued through questions on the Interview Protocol. I finished interviews by collecting 
participants’ basic demographic information such as age, race, income, and level of education. 
Participants received compensation of $20 at the end of each interview, paid through Venmo or 
PayPal. 
 
The Fact Sheet/Informed Consent form and Interview Protocol used for this set of interviews can 
be found in Appendix A: RQ 1 Interview Materials. 
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Data Analysis 
Interviews recordings were manually transcribed into text and recordings were deleted after 
transcription was complete. I then divided the text into its smallest meaningful divisions, pile-sorting 
each into themes for the following lists: places people encountered policy communications, formats 
people encountered policy communications, why people interacted with policy communications 
generally, why people interacted with a specific communication, what people liked and disliked 
about communications, and what people did after interacting a communication. Once 
comprehensive lists of themes were generated, they were reorganized and grouped into overarching 
themes and sorted by their frequencies. Tables of counts for themes per interviewee were then 
sorted to look for patterns among interviewees.  
 
Raw transcripts were stored in plain text files, and data was managed using Microsoft Excel. 
 

Creating Policy Comics 
I created 3 policy comic and text pairs for comparison, keeping in mind the themes from the first set 
of interviews. It would have been unrealistic and time-consuming to not only ask participants to 
read a full report during an interview but also for me to create comics that included the same 
amount of content as a full report, so I created or used short-form text communications about 
existing research reports that were at maximum 2 pages long. I then based the comics off the 
content included in these short-form communications. 
 
Each pair covers a different topic and a different type of traditional text communication so that 
comparisons between the two would generate more general lists of themes; I didn’t want to create 3 
comics about the same topic, lest feedback be focused on the topic, and likewise I didn’t want to 
compare comics to the same type of text communication lest feedback only be relevant to that form 
of communication.  
 
The 3 sets of communications are as follows: 

• Algorithmic Fairness 
a. Content: Explains a policy problem: how algorithms are used to make decisions in 

criminal justice and why “fairness” is difficult to achieve. 
b. Comic Length: 7 pages, 38 panels, 384 words 
c. Text Length: 1 page, 189 words 
d. Text: Abstract of an academic paper 
e. Source: Berk et al. (2011). 

• Black Veterans 
a. Content: Summarizes the results of a study summarizing the differences in life 

outcomes between Black veterans, Black civilians, White veterans, and White 
civilizations. 

b. Comic Length: Infinite scrolling equivalent to 7 pages, 23 panels, 435 words 
c. Text length: 2 pages, 661 words 
d. Text: Blog post about RAND research report 
e. Source: Piquado et al. (forthcoming). 
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• Intersectionality 
a. Content: Explains the concept of intersectionality and how it can be applied to 

different policy research methods. 
b. Comic Length: 8 pages, 17 panels, 460 words  
c. Text Length: 2 pages, 539 words 
d. Text: Excerpts from multiple academic papers 
e. Sources: Havinsky et al (2014)., Cuadraz & Uttal (1999)., and Bauer et al (2021). 

 
For the text versions, I generally did little to no editing, simply copying and pasting text and existing 
formatting into a new document so they were all consistent. I removed all in-text citations to avoid 
distracting readers, and added a citation to each of the full papers quoted at the end. For the 
Intersectionality text, because I combined excerpts from multiple papers, I added titles to each 
section to smooth transitions without having to edit the text itself. Text versions were saved and 
distributed as pdf files to preserve formatting across participants. 
 
I created all comic versions myself. I wrote the scripts based by identifying the key takeaways of the 
text version and drafting a comic incorporating those takeaways, with the exception of the Black 
Veterans comic where I used a video script written by the report authors about the report. I left the 
script as is and simply illustrated it. I did all drawing, typesetting, and layouts myself. I tried to 
incorporate people’s likes and dislikes from the first set of interviews such as minimizing bias or 
opinion, keeping text bubbles short and avoiding jargon, and illustrating examples when possible. I 
also tried to use different art styles and color palettes across the comics to avoid feedback that was 
only specific to the art style, although given that I drew all the comics myself there were limits to 
how different I could make them look.  
 
After drafting the comics and completing them, I informally solicited feedback from multiple 
readers, including friends and colleagues, about whether the texts and comics contained the same 
content and whether there were any readability issues with the comic versions. Given the comics 
features Black characters, I sent the comics to two Black sensitivity readers to solicit feedback on 
potentially racially insensitive or inappropriate illustrations or content, and made adjustments and 
edits to the content according accordingly. 
 
To see the policy comics and corresponding text, see Appendix B: Policy Communications. 
 

How do comics compare to traditional policy communications? 
To answer this research question, I conducted a set of 11 semi-structured interviews, later referred 
to in this report as the second set of interviews. Semi-structured interviews were chosen to allow 
participants to elaborate and expand on topics while providing enough structure for comparisons 
across individuals. During these interviews, I asked participants to read the policy comics I created 
and corresponding text versions and give feedback on each communication individually and how 
they compared to each other; across the 11 interviews I collected data for 17 comic-text 
comparisons. 
 
I used the most common themes and responses from the first set of interviews to design a list of 
Likert scale questions about each communication and generate quantitative feedback about how 
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communications compared between formats and topics. Since “bias” and “quality” were two themes 
that frequently came up in the first set of interviews, I also asked participants to define these terms. 
For the Interview Protocol containing the list of questions asked, see Appendix C: RQ2 Interview 
Materials. 
 
Ultimately, I aimed to generate the following descriptive information during interviews: 

○ Definitions of bias 
○ Definitions of quality 
○ Areas where the comics and text differ 
○ Aspects of the comics that need improvement 
○ Aspects of the comics that are done well 
○ Aspects of the text that need improvement 
○ Aspects of the text that are done well 

 
Sampling 
Similarly to the first set of interviews, for this set of interviews I targeted the general public, i.e., non-
experts of varying ages, educational levels, racial backgrounds, and political beliefs, to understand 
how the comics compared to their text counterparts. Since I was not trying to estimate parameters 
but get a sense of the range of responses, I recruited individuals in the United States using the same 
diversity sampling method outlined for the first set of interviews: I started with an initial snowball 
sample of acquaintances and friends of acquaintances and recruited additional participants through 
previous participants. I particularly wanted to make sure I had diversity across educational 
backgrounds and political beliefs since felt those dimensions would have the greatest effect on how 
people responded to the communications. I did not recruit for whether participants had experience 
with comics or not. 
 
Interviews were conducted until saturation; in this case after N=11 participants. Table 2-2 below 
shows a summary of participant demographics for this second set of interviews. 
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Table 2-2. Participant Demographics For Second Set of Interviews (N=11) 

Characteristic Category Count 
Gender Male 5 
 Female 6 
Age 18-29 4 
 30-39 1 
 40-49 1 
 50-59 2 
 60+ 3 
Race & Ethnicity White (non-Hispanic) 8 
 Black 1 
 Asian 1 
 Hispanic or Latinx 1 
 Native 1 
Highest Level of 
Education 

High School 2 

 College Degree 4 
 Graduate Degree 5 
Political Beliefs Liberal to Moderate Liberal 6 
 Moderate or Independent 1 
 Moderate Conservative to 

Conservative 
2 

 Libertarian 1 
 

Note: Counts for race and ethnicity may not add up to N=10 since 
people some people described themselves as being in multiple 
categories.  

 
Categories for Race & Ethnicity, Highest Level of Education, and Political Beliefs are approximate 
and are only included to show the general distribution of participants. Participants gave open ended 
responses, some of which may not fit neatly into these categories. Participants who were of mixed-
race were counted for each category they listed.   
 
Data Collection 
I conducted the interviews using Zoom, Microsoft Teams, or over the phone, with audio being 
recorded. Zoom and Microsoft Teams did not allow me to record audio only, so video was also 
recorded but deleted immediately after interview.  
 
Interviewees were sent a Fact Sheet/Informed Consent Form in advance and were told interviews 
would take about an hour. I followed an Interview Protocol when conducting interviews: I started 
interviews by confirming informed consent and consent to record the interview, then continued 
through questions on the Interview Protocol. The full Interview Protocol can be seen in Appendix 
C: RQ2 Interview Materials. 
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Given time constraints, it was not likely participants would see all 3 topics, so I asked participants to 
choose their preferred topic, and if participants had no preferences, I selected the topic I had 
collected the fewest responses for. I flipped a coin to decide whether participants would be shown 
the comic first or the text first, and I switched which format participants were shown first for each 
subsequent pair a participant was shown. Participants were then sent the communication in question 
and given as much time as they needed to read each communication. Afterwards, I asked them 
Likert-scale and open-ended questions about that communication. After participants had read both 
communications for each topic, I asked them open-ended questions about how they felt the 
communications compared, and ask specifically about areas where the participant rated comic and 
the text differently. I would then continue with another topic, and if there was not enough time to 
complete another topic I would end the interview. I finished interviews by collecting participants’ 
basic demographic information such as age, race, income, and level of education. Participants 
received compensation of $20 at the end of each interview, paid through Venmo or PayPal.   
 
Likert-scale responses were entered directly into an Excel spreadsheet as participants answered them 
during interviews, and quantitative entries were double-checked during transcription. Participants 
who could not decide between two numbers were given the halfway value between the numbers, e.g., 
the entry for someone who said “3 or 4” would be 3.5. Although participants were asked for 
responses between 1 and 10, responses of 0 were recorded as 0s.  Participants who could not decide 
which format they preferred or stated that they liked both equally were given values of 0.5 for both 
formats (this was a binary variable where 1 indicated a preference for comics and 0 indicated a 
preference for the text).  
 
The Fact Sheet/Informed Consent form and Interview Protocol used for this set of interviews can 
be found in Appendix C: RQ2 Interview Materials. The sets of policy comics and prose text can be 
found in Appendix B: Policy Communications. 
 
Data Analysis 
For interviews conducted using Microsoft Teams, I created audio-only versions of the video 
recordings using QuickTime Player’s export function. Microsoft Teams provided auto-transcription 
in text files which were used to assist with transcription, but all interviews still had to be manually 
reviewed and transcribed into text and recordings were deleted after transcription was complete. I 
then divided the text into its smallest meaningful divisions, pile-sorting each into themes for the 
following lists: what do comics do better, what does text do better, what do people like or think is 
done well, what do people dislike or think is done poorly, what is bias, and what is quality. I also 
created piles for why people rated something the way they did for those who offered that 
information. Once comprehensive lists of themes were generated, they were reorganized and 
grouped into overarching themes and sorted by their frequencies. 
 
Analysis of the Likert-scale questions was done in Microsoft Excel. I generated simple summary 
statistics for each variable across all entries and for each topic and format. I also compared comics 
to text by taking the difference between a participants’ scores for each pair. Since “bias” was 
generally spoken of negatively in the first set of interviews, I reverse coded it for the purposes of 
analysis. Data for bias included some 0 responses; these were changed to 11s. I will refer to the 
reverse-coded version of “biased” as “unbiased.” 
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Raw transcripts were stored in plain text files, and data was managed using Microsoft Excel. 
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3.  Results 
This chapter describes the results from both sets of semi-structured interviews mentioned in the 
previous chapter. Each set of interviews is contained in its own subsection and is organized by 
overarching topics themes were collected for. Qualitative results are generally reported in tables of 
common themes, sorted by the number of unique participants they were mentioned by. 
 

How do people interact with policy communication? 
This section describes the results for the first set of interviews.  
 
Places people encounter policy communications 
Participants were first asked questions about where and how they first encounter policy 
communications. They were asked questions like the following to collect information on the types of 
places and formats people encountered their policy communications in: 
 

• How do you find out about public (i.e., federal, state, or local) policies? 
• Where do you get your policy communication? 
• What kind of formats do you find policy communication in? 

 
Table 3-1 below shows the types of sources where people encountered their policy communications 
and the number of people who mentioned that particular type of source. The categories are general 
and not mutually exclusive and just provide a general scene of where people see policy 
communications. The majority of participants generally got their policy communications through the 
news, other people (e.g., a friend, family member, or colleague) or through social media.  
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Table 3-1. Types of Sources of Policy Communication 

Type of Source 
Number of 

Participants 
(N=10) 

News 8 
Person (e.g., a friend)  7 
Social Media 7 
News Aggregator 3 
Newsletter 3 
Podcasts 3 
Policy document 3 
TV 3 
Website 3 
Work 3 
Academic Journals 2 
Data/Primary source 2 
Personal Experience 2 
Billboard 1 
Books 1 
Industry publications 1 
Livestream 1 
Magazine 1 
Policy Organization 1 
Popular media 1 
Radio 1 
Seminars & Conferences 1 
Telephone 1 
Video 1 
Voter information books 1 
 

Note: One comment may be sorted into 
multiple categories, someone who said they 
“watch news on TV” would count for both 
“news” and “television” 

 
Table 3-2 below shows the formats people encounter policy communications in and the number of 
people who specifically mentioned that format. The categories are general, not mutually exclusive, 
and just provide a general scene of how people see policy communications. Some participants may 
have seen some formats but did not mention them. For example, someone may have mentioned 
visiting news websites but did not mention if they were reading text articles or watching videos; this 
mention would only be counted as looking at “news” and “website.” 
 
All participants mentioned seeing policy communications on websites, and a majority mentioned 
seeing communications on video, such as through YouTube videos or television. Audio (e.g., 
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podcasts, radio) was also a common format. Text was rarely mentioned, but this might be because 
people think of text as the default format, such as news articles. Most of the websites mentioned 
were news organizations, such as The New York Times or CNN where many articles are in text 
format. Still, the overwhelming prevalence of online communications suggests that policy 
communicators should design their communications specifically for online formats, and consider 
making popular formats such as video or audio. 
 
Table 3-2. Formats People Encounter Policy Communications 

Type of Source 
Number of 

Participants 
(N=10) 

Website 10 
Video 7 
Audio 4 
Text  3 
Email 2 
Visual 2 
Data 1 
Personal interaction 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=10 
because not all participants had comments 
and some may have had multiple comments 

 
Table 3-3 below shows a list of the specific sources mentioned by participants. Sources mentioned 
by more than 4 people (40% of participants) are asterisked. Participants saw policy communications 
from a wide variety of sources, including both left and right-wing outlets, but the most mentioned 
sources were generally national news outlets (New York Times, NPR, CNN, Fox), social media 
(Facebook, Twitter), and from friends (not including chat apps like Discord or IRC where people are 
speaking to others directly). The most commonly mentioned source was Facebook, with 6 mentions. 
News organisations were also particularly popular. While policy communicators cannot necessarily 
chose to publish their communications through a national news outlet such as The New York Times, 
they might focus on publishing through social media, given how commonly people use those as a 
source for policy communications. 
 
On average participants mentioned about 8.8 sources each; while one person mentioned 24 different 
sources, several mentioned 4 or 5 sources. Since the lowest number of sources explicitly mentioned 
by one person was 4 sources, this suggests even those who said they not care about public policy or 
politics still encounter policy communications from a variety of sources. 
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Table 3-3. List of Sources Mentioned 

ABC Hannity NPR* 
Atlanta Journal Constitution Hoover Institute NRA 
The Atlantic Instagram New York Times* 
California Rifle and Pistol Organization IRC PodSaveAmerica 
CBS John Oliver Politician 
CNN* KNBR Press release 
The Colbert Report Lancet Rush Limbaugh 
Discord Late Night with Seth Meyers San Jose Mercury News 
Drudge Report LinkedIn State Government 
EBSCO Host Local government Tucker Carlson 
Facebook* Los Angeles Times Twitter* 
Fox* Mark Levin Visual Capitalist 
Friends* MBC Wall Street Journal 
Frontline MBCSN Washington Post 
GChat medRxiv Yahoo News 
Google Michael Savage YouTube 
Google Scholar Newsmax  

 

* denotes source was mentioned by 4 or more people (40% of participants) 
 
Ways people interact with policy communications 
The next set of questions I asked participants was about how they interacted with policy 
communications they encountered. I asked them to describe how they’d come across something, 
what they would do once they saw it, and what they would do afterward they read or watched it, if 
anything, and why they would do these things.  
 
Table 3-4 below lists the most common themes describing the actions people took once they 
consumed, i.e., read or watched, a policy communication and the number of people who mentioned 
each theme. Every single participant mentioned interacting with others regarding the 
communication; this generally meant they would debate or discuss the communication, but another 
common interaction was for them to share the communication with others. Note that “take action,” 
while broad, encompassed when participants said they would change their behaviour, donate, or 
volunteer as a result of engaging with a communication. 
 
While all participants interacted with others regarding the communication, some participants also 
mentioned trying to avoid interacting with others regarding the communication to avoid conflict. 
One participant mentioned “I used to share it, but lately I don't share too many articles anymore 
because I just find that they cause a sense of unnecessary conflict;” this was the general sentiment 
for both participants who mentioned trying to avoid others. 
 
People also often accepted the communication, or as one participant put it, “I just kind of believe 
what I see.” Accepting a communication might mean a participant changes their opinion based on 
new information or a participant simply reaffirms their existing opinion with the communication. 
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One participant said if the overall message made sense to them, even if they didn’t understand the 
details they wouldn’t think too hard about it — suggesting people generally don’t want to spend 
effort if they feel there is no reason to. Rarely did people reject a communication; only one 
participant mentioned doing so. 
 
On the other hand, if people disagreed with the content, they would spend much more effort trying 
to disprove it. Another common action was for people to investigate further, such as looking up 
sources cited in the communication or researching the topic more generally. Multiple people who 
mentioned investigating further explicitly mentioned they would do this when they disagreed with 
the content in order to disprove it if possible; while people may have a negative opinion on the 
communication, they will still spend more time on it. The participants who mentioned investigating 
generally seemed to either be currently pursuing a degree or have completed graduate degrees, 
suggesting this behavior might be a result of education or training.  
 
Table 3-4. Actions People Take After Consuming a Policy Communication  

Type of Action Taken 
Number of 

Participants 
(N=10) 

Interact with others 10 
Accept 6 
Investigate 5 
Take action 3 
Compare with other information 2 
Do not interact with others 2 
Save to read later 2 
Use information elsewhere 2 
Digest 2 
Do nothing or forget 2 
Change mood 1 
Contemplate future 1 
Reject 1 
Take notes 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=10 because not 
all participants had comments and some may have 
had multiple comments 

  
Factors that affect how people interact with policy communications 
Participants were then asked about why they chose to interact with a specific communication as well 
as why they read about policy more generally. In this case, “interact” generally meant whether they 
would click on or open a communication rather than skip over it.Table 3-5 below shows the themes 
mentioned for why people interacted with a communication with the number of people who 
mentioned that theme. The top reasons people would choose to interact were because they were 
interested (e.g., “looks interesting”, “sounds interesting”), because they wanted to see different views, 
because of the topic, and because they thought it was relevant to them. People also cared about the 
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quality of the communication and whether they thought they would learn something from it. Quality 
was broadly defined, but generally encompassed trustworthiness (e.g., “it's a trusted source” and “this 
reporter is not trustworthy”) and substance (e.g., “is there gonna be some substance here?”). 
 
Emotion also plays a part in whether people would interact with a communication: people either 
avoided or specifically clicked on something because of the communication’s perceived bias, 
headlines, and emotional appeal. While people generally mentioned bias in a negative way, avoiding 
things they disagreed with and opening things they agreed with to avoid getting upset, some 
participants specifically mentioned seeking out things they disagreed with. As one participant put it, 
“I wanna see what the other side's saying and you know you get in that mode where you're looking 
to be provoked, right? So just, indulge that, and then you're like okay, enough of that.” So whether 
people are looking for something they agree or disagree with, they often use an article’s perceived 
bias to judge whether to engage with something.   
 
Surprisingly, everyone who mentioned that bias mattered to them, whether they wanted to affirm 
their own opinions or avoid conflicting opinions, also mentioned wanting to see other views. 
Perhaps these people wanted to see other views because they were more aware of bias in general; 
knowing they have their own bias made them more aware of the “other side” and more inclined to 
explicitly seek out dissenting opinions.  
 
The most commonly mentioned things were generally positive factors that would cause people to 
interact rather than negative things that people avoided. Clickbait headlines were the most 
polarizing; some people mentioned it in the context of headlines grabbing their attention and 
making them more likely to interact while others mentioned avoided sensationalist headlines. 
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Table 3-5. Why People Interact with a Specific Communication 

Reasons People Interact  
with a Source 

Number of 
Participants 

(N=10) 
Interest 7 
See other views 7 
Topic 7 
Relevant to me 7 
Quality 6 
Bias 6 
Learn something 5 
Emotional Appeal 4 
Clickbait 4 
Content is comprehensive 4 
Convenience 3 
Current/relevant 3 
To talk to others 3 
Entertainment 2 
Too many ads 2 
Paywall 2 
Stay informed 2 
Curiosity 1 
Content: Data 1 
Feed/algorithm 1 
Boredom 1 
Medium or format 1 
Content: short summaries 1 
Content: Interview 1 
Avoid others 1 
Recommendation 1 
Content: Explanation 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=10 because not 
all participants had comments and some may have 
had multiple comments 

 
Table 3-6 below shows the most commonly mentioned themes for why people interacted with 
policy communications more generally. People generally seek information about policy to stay 
informed or out of a sense of duty or civic responsibility. Some participants were just interested in 
policy in general. Many participants were required to keep up for external reasons such as for work 
or school. Since work and school did not have any overlap, if those categories are combined it 
would be one of the most common themes, with 5 (50%) of participants mentioning it. 
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Table 3-6. Why People Interact More Generally 

Reasons People Interact Generally 
Number of 

Participants 
(N=10) 

To stay informed 6 
Civic responsibility or sense of duty 5 
Personal interest 5 
Entertainment 3 
For work 3 
To learn 3 
To talk to others 3 
Boredom 2 
For school 2 
Personal relevance 2 
To understand different viewpoints 2 
For political action (voting or activism) 2 
To relax 2 
Browser homepage 1 
Curiosity 1 
To keep an open mind 1 
To look responsible 1 
Procrastination 1 
To understand 1 
To kill time 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=10 because not all 
participants had comments and some may have had multiple 
comments 

 
Aspects of policy communication that need improvement or are done well 
Finally, participants were asked about what aspects of communications they felt needed 
improvement or were generally done well. Participants were asked questions like the following: 
 

• What do you like about the communications you encounter? 
• What do you think is done well in the communications you encounter? 
• What do you dislike about the communications you encounter? 
• What do you think is done poorly or needs improvement in the communications you 

encounter? 
 
Table 3-7 and Table 3-8 below show the positive and negative things people mentioned about policy 
communications, respectively. Overall, people mentioned more positive things than negative things. 
This is similar to Table 3-5 where people mentioned more things that would cause them to decide to 
interact than to decide not to interact; perhaps people respond more strongly in response to things 
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they like rather than things they dislike, and communicators should focus on making good 
communications instead of avoiding making bad communications. 
 
Some themes were organized into the following more general themes: 
 

• Accessibility: Distribution: Encompasses things about how easy it was to access the 
communication itself such as the convenience and availability of online sources, low barriers 
to entry for online discussion, publicly livestreamed meetings (e.g., “I do love the 
convenience of digital information or digital articles cause it's just right there, you can check 
your phone, you can view them at any time.”) 

• Accessibility: Readability: Encompasses how easy the content of the communication is to 
understand (e.g., “broken down in a way that regular people can engage with it.”) 

• Content: Things included in the communication itself such as having examples, citations, or a 
summary. 

• Engagement: Comments regarding whether people felt engaged or emotionally connected to 
the communication (e.g., “it'll just maybe evoke an emotion that will make me think about 
it.”) 

• Format: Things related to how the communication is formatted or organized such as having 
bullet points or the length. 

• Learning: Things regarding whether people felt they learned something or were intellectually 
stimulated such as new information, explanations, different opinions (e.g., “telling me about 
something new,” “different perspectives from different people.”) 

• Quality: When people mentioned things about the quality of the author or the content (e.g., 
“they can't get factual stuff correct,” “isn't qualified to say something on policy or a 
problem”, “a pretty honest guy.”) 

• Style: The style or tone of the communication, such as “clickbaity”, “dramatic,” “overstated” 
(e.g., “tone is like playing down or up-playing.”) 

 
As seen in Table 3-7, people most commonly mentioned accessibility: distribution, learning, and 
format. People really liked how easily it was for people to access communications online and 
generally learning about new things. The kinds of thing people mentioned regarding format were 
primarily the length and conciseness, although one person did mention they liked to see summaries. 
Multiple people mentioned visuals, this included infographics, charts, pictures and video, suggesting 
there is potential for comics in communication. 
 
As for Table 3-8, the most common thing people disliked was bias or opinion. People strongly 
disliked “clickbaity” style and bad quality, which encompassed things such as believing the author 
was unqualified or “shoddy reporting.” Accessibility: distribution was also mentioned by several 
people; people disliked being unable to find an article or having to go through extra steps to open an 
article. While learning was a common theme among things people liked, it was rarely mentioned in a 
negative way, i.e., that someone felt they didn’t get enough information from something, which 
suggests that while people care about it, this doesn’t seem to be an area of communication that 
needs significant improvement. 
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Table 3-7. What People Like About Policy Communications 

Things People Like 
Number of 

Participants 
(N=10) 

Accessibility: Distribution 5 
Learning 5 
Format 5 
Visuals 4 
Accessibility: Readability 3 
No bias 3 
Engagement 3 
Quality 3 
Content 2 
Style 2 
Confirm Beliefs 1 

 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=10 because  
not all participants had comments and some may  
have had multiple comments 
 
Table 3-8. What People Dislike about Policy Communications 

Things People Dislike 
Number of 

Participants 
(N=10) 

Bias or opinion 6 
Style: Clickbaity 5 
Quality (Bad) 5 
Accessibility: Distribution 4 
Format: Length or Unconcise 3 
Accessibility: Readability 3 
Content: No or bad citation 3 
Notifications 1 
Visuals 1 
Engagement 1 
Learning 1 

 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=10 because  
not all participants had comments and some may  
have had multiple comments 
 
Table 3-9 below combines the themes people liked and disliked to get a general picture of what 
people were mentioning, whether they spoke about it positively or negatively. Overall, people cared 
the most about learning, bias, and quality. Bias was mentioned as both a good thing and a bad thing, 
while many mentioned the lack of bias being a good thing, one person said, “things that I'll click on, 
with things that I agree with for instance, I'll, it does help me feel better or, it helps me feel better 
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about what I believe in,” suggesting some people do seek out things that are biased to confirm their 
existing beliefs. 
 
Table 3-9. What People Like or Dislike about Policy Communications 

Things People Like 
Number of 

Participants 
(N=10) 

Bias or opinion 6 
Learning 6 
Quality 6 
Accessibility: Distribution 5 
Format 5 
Visuals 5 
Content 5 
Style 5 
Accessibility: Readability 4 
Engagement 4 
Notifications 1 

 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=10 because  
not all participants had comments and some may  
have had multiple comments 
 

How do comics compare to traditional policy communications? 
This section describes the quantitative and qualitative results from the second set of interviews. 
Note that the Likert scale questions asked during these interviews were based on the most common 
themes mentioned in the first set of interviews, e.g., since people frequently mentioned how biased 
something was in the first set of interviews, in the second set of interviews I asked people to rate 
how biased each communication they saw was on a scale of 1 to 10, 1 being not at all and 10 being 
extremely so. 
 
Areas where the comics and text differ: quantitative results 
In total, I was able to make 17 comic-text comparisons between the 11 participants, for an average 
of 1.55 comparisons per participant. I collected 6 comparisons for the Algorithmic Fairness and 
Black Veterans topics and 5 comparisons for the Intersectionality topic. For 8 (47%) of the 
comparisons, participants were shown the comic first. 
 
Table 3-10 below shows the average amount of time participants spent reading each of the 
communications. Participants spent less time on the Black Veterans and Intersectionality comics 
than on their text counterparts (roughly 18 seconds less), but significantly longer on the Algorithmic 
Fairness comic than its text counterpart (roughly 2 minutes more). This is likely because the comics 
were all around the same length, but the Algorithmic Fairness text was about 1/3 the length of the 
other 2 texts.  
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Table 3-10. Average Reading Time per Communication in Minutes 

Topic Format Average Reading 
Time (min) 

A Comic 3.2 
Text 1.2 

B Comic 2.5 
Text 2.8 

I Comic 2.6 
Text 2.9 

 

For Topic, A=Algorithmic Fairness, 
B=Black Veterans, I=Intersectionality 

 
After reading each communication, participants were asked a series of Likert scale questions about 
characteristics and outcomes of the communication. Questions were based on the most common 
themes from the first set of interviews. The full list of questions can be found in Appendix C: RQ2 
Interview Materials, but in general were structured like the following: 
 

• On a scale of 1 to 10, 1 being not at all and 10 being the most, how likely would you be to 
open or click on this if you saw this communication? 

• On a scale of 1 to 10, 1 being not at all and 10 being the most, how interesting did you find 
this communication? 

• On a scale of 1 to 10, 1 being the worst and 10 being the best, how would you rate the 
quality of this communication? 

 
The exceptions to this format were the following two questions: 

• If you were to give this a 1 to 10 score overall, how would you rate this communication? 
• Which version, text or comic, did you like better? 

 
Table 3-11 below shows the average ratings for each of these questions overall, and by topic and 
format. Table 3-12 shows the average ratings for each of these questions by communication (e.g., 
Algorithmic Fairness comic, Algorithmic Fairness text, etc.). Characteristics and outcomes are shown 
in the order in which they were asked. The final column contains the average rating across all 
questions except the overall rating. 
 
All questions have the same N as the relevant grouping, except “unbiased,” which was missing 1 
value for the Black Veterans comic, and “overall” rating, which is missing 4 values over 2 
comparisons (1 for the Black Veterans topic, 1 for the Algorithmic Fairness topic) due to 
participants feeling they were unable to give a rating. So for example, the ratings for “interesting,” 
“unbiased,” and “overall” for the Overall group (N=34) would have N=34, N=33, and N=30, 
respectively, while the ratings for these characteristics for the Algorithmic Fairness topic (N=12) 
would have N=12, N=12, and N=10. 
 
As shown in both Table 3-11 and Table 3-12, the overall ratings were pretty similar to the average of 
all other ratings. This suggest that I did not miss any significant characteristics or outcomes that go 
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into a person’s overall evaluation of a communication, although it is possible people’s overall ratings 
were unconsciously influenced by the questions I had previously asked, since the overall rating was 
the last thing I asked participants about.  
 
Table 3-11. Summary of Ratings by Topic and Format 
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All 34 6.1 7.0 6.5 8.1 7.4 8.2 6.4 6.8 5.4 7.7 7.2 8.1 6.5 5.3 4.6 6.7 6.7 

A 12 4.5 5.5 5.0 6.5 6.2 8.0 3.9 7.3 4.1 8.8 6.9 8.1 4.8 4.0 2.9 5.7 5.8 
B 12 6.9 8.3 6.3 9.3 9.5 9.4 8.0 6.0 6.7 6.8 8.0 8.5 7.3 4.6 3.5 7.7 7.3 
I 10 7.2 7.3 8.4 8.6 6.3 6.9 7.5 7.1 5.3 7.5 6.5 7.7 7.6 7.8 7.9 6.6 7.3 

C 17 7.1 8.1 6.6 8.6 8.0 8.6 6.8 6.8 5.7 7.8 8.1 8.0 7.2 5.5 4.6 7.5 7.2 
T 17 5.2 5.9 6.3 7.7 6.8 7.7 6.1 6.7 5.0 7.7 6.3 8.2 5.7 5.1 4.6 5.8 6.3 

 

Key: Low  High 
 

For Grouping, A=Algorithmic Fairness, B=Black Veterans, I=Intersectionality, C=Comic, T=Text 
 
Table 3-12. Summary of Ratings by Communication 
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AC 12 6.3 7.7 5.3 6.9 7.2 8.7 5.0 7.5 4.8 8.6 8.3 7.8 6.5 4.3 2.9 7.4 6.6 
AT 12 2.8 3.3 4.7 6.1 5.3 7.3 2.8 7.1 3.5 9.0 5.5 8.4 3.0 3.6 2.9 4.0 5.0 

BC 12 7.0 8.5 6.2 9.7 10.0 9.7 8.0 6.2 6.2 7.4 8.0 8.2 7.2 4.9 3.6 8.0 7.4 
BT 12 6.8 8.2 6.5 9.0 9.0 9.2 8.1 5.8 7.2 6.3 7.9 8.9 7.3 4.3 3.3 7.4 7.2 

IC 10 8.2 8.2 8.8 9.2 6.5 7.4 7.4 6.7 6.4 7.2 7.8 8.2 8.2 7.6 7.8 7.2 7.7 
IT 10 6.1 6.3 7.9 8.0 6.1 6.4 7.6 7.4 4.2 7.7 5.2 7.2 7.0 8.0 8.0 6.0 6.8 

 

Key: Low  High 
 

For Grouping, A=Algorithmic Fairness, B=Black Veterans, I=Intersectionality, C=Comic, T=Text 
 
As seen in Table 3-11 above, comics had a higher overall rating than text, and the most popular 
topic was Black Veterans, followed by Intersectionality, and then Algorithmic Fairness. Black 
Veterans rated highly for how likely someone was to finish (9.3), how easy it was to read (9.5), and 
how well it was understood (9.4), although it scored lower on how relevant it was to the participant 
(6.3). Its lowest score was on how likely participants were to take action after reading it (3.5). 
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Algorithmic Fairness rated highly on how unbiased (8.8), trustworthy (8.1), and understood (8.0) it 
was, but poorly on how likely someone was to take action (2.9). On the other hand, Intersectionality 
had the highest ratings for how likely someone was to take action (7.9) or investigate further (7.8) 
when the other 2 topics rated very poorly on these.  
 
Perhaps this was due to how highly Intersectionality rated in how relevant it was to the reader (8.4). 
It also had more of a “call to action” than the other 2 pieces. It is also possible this was because of 
the topic in general; people didn’t seem to think there was much they could personally do about 
Algorithmic Fairness and Black Veterans, but there were more things they could do on an individual 
level regarding Intersectionality.  
 
As shown in Table 3-12, while the Algorithmic Fairness text had the lowest overall rating (4.0), the 
Algorithmic Fairness comic scored much more highly (7.4), and had an overall rating higher than 
both Intersectionality communications. Comics seems to have had the biggest gain for this topic — 
even though the text was rated the most unbiased and trustworthy and was the quickest read of all 6 
pieces, the general level of interest, relevance, and ease of reading was very low. 
 
Table 3-13 below shows the correlations between all characteristics and outcomes. How relevant a 
communication was to a participant was not strongly correlated to ratings of a communication’s 
overall score (0.32), quality (0.16), and whether a participant liked it better (0.06), but relevance had a 
strong correlation to how likely a participant would be to take action (0.70) or share the 
communication (0.65), suggesting relevance has little to do with how engaging someone finds a 
communication itself but is relevant to whether this engagement continues after they’ve read the 
communication.  
 
How likely a participant is to share or discuss a communication was most related to how likely they 
were open or click on it (0.81), how interesting they found it (0.75), and how much they learned 
from it (0.72). Sharing was least related to whether they liked it better (0.04), how well they 
understood it (0.07), and how trustworthy they found it (0.12). This suggests that people deciding 
whether to share something care more about how engaging it is than how accurate it is. 
 
How likely someone was to investigate was strongly correlated to how likely they were to take action 
(0.56), but not to total ratings (0.28); the Black Veterans topic rated fairly low on these but was still 
the most highly rated overall. Since “taking action” is a relatively broad and vaguely defined 
construct, it’s possible many participants interpreted this as including investigation.   
 
People spoke about bias negatively, but surprisingly being unbiased was negatively correlated with 
most other variables. Being unbiased had the strongest correlation to whether a communication was 
likely to affect someone’s opinion (-0.40), how similar it was to someone’s prior knowledge (-0.34), 
how likely someone was to open or click on it (-0.27), how likely they were to share or discuss it (-
0.24), how relevant it was (-0.24), and how likely someone was to take action (-0.23). This suggests 
communicators who want people to interact, change people’s minds, or inspire sharing or action 
should consider being more biased rather than unbiased. 
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Table 3-14 below shows the average within-comparison difference between ratings for 
communications that went first and ratings for communications that went second. A positive 
number here means the first communication rated higher whereas a negative number means it rated 
lower. There appears to be a slight advantage in a communication going first within a comparison; 
the average ratings were 0.5 higher for whichever communication went first. The strongest effect 
seems to be on how likely a participant was to finish the communication and how interesting they 
found it. Surprisingly, going first had little effect on how much a participant learned and how similar 
the communication was to its prior knowledge. 
 
Table 3-14. Differences Between Ratings for Communications Read First and Second 
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17 0.9 1.1 0.4 1.2 0.0 -0.1 0.4 -0.2 0.1 0.6 1.0 0.9 0.7 0.6 0.4 0.5 0.5 
 

Key: Low (-1)  High (+1) 
    

 
Table 3-15 below shows the average within-comparison difference between ratings for comics and 
their text counterparts. A positive number here means the comic rated higher whereas a negative 
number means it rated lower. The comics improved scores on average by an average of 0.84, and a 
comic’s overall score was on average 1.73 points higher than the text’s. Comics were 
overwhelmingly liked better than text; whether a participant liked a communication better was a 
binary variable (1=liked better, 0=not liked better) but comics had an average score that was 0.85 
higher than text. In fact, only one participant rated a text better than its corresponding comic, and 
this was because they felt the seriousness (Black Veterans) of the topic didn’t suit the cartoon 
illustrations, or as they put it, “there was something about turning this important issue into comic 
strip that diminished the importance.” 
 
Comics had most improvement for how interesting a participant found a communication (2.24), 
how likely they were to open or click on it (1.88), and how they rated its quality (1.79). However, 
comics were generally seen as less trustworthy (-0.21) and people saw them as less unbiased for 2 of 
the topics (Algorithmic Fairness and Intersectionality) but more unbiased for the last one (Black 
Veterans). There was one outlier value for an Intersectionality comparison that when removed led to 
an overall negative effect of comics on being unbiased (-0.43 instead of 0.2). But when we look at 
the differences by topic, there wasn't anything the comics had a universally negative effect on so 
perhaps how you create the comics can mitigate some of the "negative" effects like decrease in 
trustworthiness or how unbiased someone found a communication. 
 
For two topics (Black Veterans and Intersectionality) people seemed to learn less from the comics, 
but the overall effect was mitigated because people learned so much more in the Algorithmic 
Fairness topic. This makes sense since multiple people mentioned text was more detailed, but if you 
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couldn't understand it to begin with (e.g., the Algorithmic Fairness text, which had the lowest rating 
for how well participants understood it) comics had a big advantage.  
 
The Algorithmic Fairness topic was where comics had the biggest gains, boosting the overall rating 
by 3.4 and on average improving other ratings by 1.5. This might be in part because the text version 
scored so poorly; variables where the comics had the biggest gain were generally areas where the text 
rated poorly. Ratings for the comic version were still generally lower than ratings for either of the 
other topics regardless of format. The Black Veterans topic was where the comics had the smallest 
gains, improving the overall rating by 0.6 and on average improving other ratings by just 0.2. This is 
probably because the Black Veterans text was already designed for a general non-expert audience 
and rated highly on how easy it was to read and how well people understand it to begin with. That 
said, people still generally liked the Black Veterans comic better than the text (3/6 liked the comic 
better, 2/6 said they couldn't pick and 1/6 liked the text better), so there might be some intangible 
benefits for comics that I did not ask about directly.  
 
The comic format did decrease relevance for the Black Veterans topic by 0.3, the effect was small 
and likely insignificant, but this might be because the visuals made it more obvious whether people 
were part of the relevant population (Black veterans). 
 
Table 3-15. Differences Between Ratings for Comics and Text 
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All 17 1.9 2.2 0.4 0.9 1.1 0.9 0.7 0.1 0.7 0.2 1.8 -0.2 1.5 0.4 0.0 1.7 0.8 

A 6 3.4 4.4 0.7 0.8 1.9 1.3 2.2 0.4 1.3 -0.4 2.8 -0.7 3.5 0.8 0.0 3.4 1.5 
B 6 0.2 0.3 -0.3 0.7 1.0 0.5 -0.1 0.3 -1.0 1.5 0.1 -0.8 -0.2 0.6 0.3 0.6 0.2 
I 5 2.1 1.9 0.9 1.2 0.4 1.0 -0.2 -0.7 2.2 -0.5 2.6 1.0 1.2 -0.4 -0.2 1.2 0.8 

 

Key: Low (-1)  High (+1) 
 
Areas where the comics and text differ: qualitative results 
After asking participants to rate each communication quantitatively, I looked at areas where the 
ratings between the formats differed the most and asked people to talk about why they rated these 
differently. I also asked participants to talk generally about how they felt the formats differed, and 
what they liked about each format and thought each format did better. 
 
Similarly to the first set of interviews, I organized some themes into broader themes, which I will 
use throughout this section: 
 

• Accessibility: Distribution: Encompasses things about how easy it was to access the 
communication itself such as how easy it was to share or breadth of target audience (e.g., “it 
does not have like the general audience appeal.”) 
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• Accessibility: Readability: Encompasses how easy the content of the communication is to 
understand (e.g., “clear and easy to read,” “I had to reread sentences a few times to like get 
what they were saying.”) 

• Content: Things included in the communication itself such as having citations, examples, 
definitions, numbers, or a summary. 

• Format: Things related to how the communication is formatted or organized such as having 
bullet points, short paragraphs, titles, subtitles, or the length. 

• Learning: Things regarding whether people felt they learned something or were intellectually 
stimulated such as new information, explanations, different opinions (e.g., “the explanations 
were deeper,” “I liked that it was informative.”) 

• Engagement: Comments regarding whether people felt engaged or emotionally connected to 
the communication (e.g., “creates curiosity and gets people intrigued and active and looking 
into it,” “you don't really have any connection with the main characters.”) 

• Style: The style or tone of the communication (e.g., “it's very, very didactic.”) 
• Visuals: Comments that mention the visuals in some way (e.g., “pictures or illustrations with 

the captions, the arrows and the equals sign and plus sign, I think all of that helped 
understand more broadly,” “It's just, it's, it's interesting. The colors and shapes and how they 
interact.”) 

 
Table 3-16 shows the most common themes mentioned for what people felt the comics did better 
than the text. In general, it seems the comics did better on accessibility (both readability and 
distribution), and engagement. People felt the comics were less intimidating and felt they could share 
it with more people. The comics also created more of an emotional connection to the content, with 
people mentioning that having characters and a story increased their investment. 
 
Most participants also mentioned the visuals specifically as something they liked. They felt the 
visuals aided understanding and communicated the content more quickly than having to read 
through text. Participants who mentioned learning said that they learned more from comics because 
they understood them better. Even if a communicator is not making comics, they can still leverage 
visuals to reinforce and enhance understanding and learning.   
 
Table 3-17 shows the most common themes mentioned for what people felt the text did better than 
the comics. Not everyone interviewed had comments on what they felt the text did better; only 7 
(64%) people had comments. Everyone who mentioned something the text did better mentioned 
learning; they felt text had more information, more depth, and that they just learned more from it. 
Some people felt text was easier to read and one person mentioned that the text might be better for 
groups that are not as familiar with comics; while comics were generally more popular among 
participants, they are not likely to be universally more appropriate for communication. 
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Table 3-16. What do Comics Do Better than Text? 

Things Comics Do Better  
than Text 

Number of 
Participants 

(N=11) 
Accessibility: Readability 9 
Engagement 9 
Accessibility: Distribution 6 
Visuals 6 
Learning 4 
Better quality 1 
Style: Less bias 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=11 because 
not all participants had comments and some may 
have had multiple comments 

 
Table 3-17. What Does Text Do Better Than Comics? 

Things Text Do Better  
than Comics 

Number of 
Participants 

(N=11) 
Learning 7 
Style 3 
Accessibility: Readability 2 
More actionable items 1 
Accessibility: Distribution 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=11 because 
not all participants had comments and some may 
have had multiple comments 

 
In general, people had more to say about what the comics did better (a total of 70 different 
mentions, whereas the text only had 28). But people also mentioned that one format wasn’t 
necessarily better than the other, they were just different. Of these comments, the most commonly 
mentioned (by 4 people) was that whether a comic or text was better would depend on the audience 
or the message; multiple people mentioned comics might have the most potential when targeting 
children or teenagers. This reflects the existing literature on informational comics; most experiments 
have focused specifically on comics in education. People also mentioned comics having potential as 
a introduction to a subject that could be paired with a more in-depth text piece in order to leverage 
the advantages of both formats. 
 
Definitions of bias 
Since bias was such a common theme in the first set of interviews, I asked participants to define bias 
in this context in this second set of interviews. Table 3-18 below shows the most common themes 
from people’s definitions of bias; for the most part people thought bias is having an opinion on the 
topic, whether that opinion affects the content of the communication or not. People mentioned 



 

 
 
 
 

34 

things like “personal assumptions,” “inclination to take data and align it with your pre-existing 
beliefs,” and “deviance from truth.” 
 
Bias was generally spoken about negatively, but one participant did mention perhaps bias was 
impossible to achieve, or as they put it, “You're supposed to be just collecting that data and 
reporting the facts. But that is just not true. I mean, I don't feel like people ever really do that.” 
 
Table 3-18. What is Bias? 

Definition of Bias 
Number of 

Participants 
(N=11) 

Opinion 6 
Having/promoting agenda 2 
Not reporting facts 2 
Being “involved” 1 
Financial incentive 1 
One-sided 1 
Political bias 1 
Limited applicability 1 
Different decision with same 
information 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=11 because 
not all participants had comments and some may 
have had multiple comments 

 
Table 3-19 below shows the most common themes mentioned when people spoke about their 
thought process regarding their ratings for bias. A little over half of the people who mentioned 
anything specifically mentioned whether communication was reporting facts, another common 
theme was the communication having an opinion. Therefore, communicators who want to be 
viewed as unbiased might focus on these themes. 
 
Table 3-19. Why Did People Rate Things As Biased or Unbiased? 

What Affected Ratings for Bias 
Number of 

Participants 
(N=11) 

Opinion 4 
Reporting facts 4 
Narrative 1 
Citations 1 
No agenda 1 
One-sided 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=11 because 
not all participants had comments and some may 
have had multiple comments 
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Definitions of quality 
Quality was another construct that was frequently mentioned in the first set of interviews but was 
somewhat nebulously defined. People would describe communications as “good quality” and “bad 
quality” without explaining exactly what qualified something as “good” or “bad” quality, so in the 
second set of interviews I asked participants to define quality. Table 3-20 below shows the most 
common themes mentioned when people defined quality. The most common theme was 
accessibility: things like whether it communicates clearly, is easy to read, and easy to understand. 
This reinforces the correlation matrix shown in Table 3-13; how easy to read and how well someone 
understood it were both strongly correlated with quality. 
 
Multiple people mentioned the visuals playing a part, such as the style, whether they aided 
understanding, or whether they were distracting. Given that visuals were mentioned by multiple 
people, it’s possible participants were too strongly influenced by the communications they’d seen 
and focused on accessibility since they were told project was about improving communication. Even 
though I generally asked participants to define quality the first time I brought quality up, if I hadn’t 
shown people anything and asked when they felt quality is regarding communication I wouldn’t 
expect visuals to be mentioned so frequently. 
 
Table 3-20. What is Quality? 

What is Quality 
Number of 

Participants 
(N=11) 

Accessibility: Readability 6 
Visuals 4 
Communicates what it wants to 2 
Engagement 2 
Methodology 2 
Short 2 
Grammar/Typos 1 
Message 1 
New information 1 
Numbers 1 
Reporting facts 1 
Trustworthiness of author 1 
Well-written 1 
Adds context 1 
Citations 1 
Examples 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=11 because not 
all participants had comments and some may have 
had multiple comments 

 
Overall, quality generally referred to a high level of “fit and finish.” Many of the other comments on 
quality were related to errors and some objective idea of truth, such as methodology, numbers, 
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citations, and grammars and typos. Bias, or at least reporting facts, was not frequently mentioned 
though, suggesting objectivity itself was not an explicit consideration for many people.  
 
Aspects of communication that are done well 
After participants had read each communication in a comparison, I asked them to talk about what 
they liked and what they felt was done well. When coding, these comments were combined into one 
category. The same general categories of themes described at the beginning of the section Areas 
where the comics and text differ: qualitative results were also used here. 
 
Table 3-21 below shows the most common themes mentioned for both formats, while Table 3-22 
and Table 3-23 show the most common themes mentioned for comics and text, respectively. In 
general, people had much more to say about what they liked about the comics (65 mentions) 
compared to the text (40 mentions). 
 
As shown in Table 3-21, the types of things people mentioned the most were accessibility, visuals, 
and engagement. Accessibility in this case was almost entirely about readability and not distribution, 
likely because people did not have to encounter the communication themselves and therefore did 
not have an imagined context in which they would have comments on they encountered. The 
comments made about these themes were almost exclusively about the comics; accessibility and 
engagement were not frequently mentioned when people spoke about the text and people 
understandably did not mention the visuals at all.  
 
As shown in Table 3-23, when people spoke positively about the text, they generally focused on its 
format and content: things like bullet points, short length, having section headings, or explaining 
methodology. This is probably because people didn’t find the text nearly as engaging, and focused 
on concrete things to talk about. However, these lists provide a helpful starting point for policy 
communicators when writing their own text since they are easy to describe and implement. 
 
Table 3-21. What do People Like or Think Is Done Well? 

Things Liked or Done Well 
Number of 

Participants 
(N=11) 

Accessibility 9 
Visuals 8 
Engagement 6 
Format 5 
Content 3 
Learning 3 
Style 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=11 because not 
all participants had comments and some may have 
had multiple comments 
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Table 3-22. What do People Like or Think Is Done Well in Comics? 

Things Liked or Done Well  
in Comics 

Number of 
Participants 

(N=11) 
Visuals 9 
Accessibility 8 
Engagement 6 
Learning 3 
Content 2 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=11 because not 
all participants had comments and some may have 
had multiple comments 

 
Table 3-23. What do People Like or Think Is Done Well in Text? 

Things Liked or Done Well 
in Text 

Number of 
Participants 

(N=11) 
Format 9 
Content 8 
Accessibility 6 
Learning 5 
Engagement 3 
Style 3 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=11 because not 
all participants had comments and some may have 
had multiple comments 

 
Aspects of communication that need improvement 
I also asked participants to speak about what participants disliked and thought was done poorly in 
the communications they read. When coding, these were combined into a single category. Table 
3-24 shows the most common things people mentioned negatively across both formats, while Table 
3-25 and Table 3-26 show the most common things people mentioned specifically about comics and 
text, respectively. 
 
As shown in Table 3-25 and Table 3-26, the most commonly mentioned theme was accessibility. In 
general, people disliked when they were confused by the communications. There were more negative 
comments about the comics (33 mentions) compared to the text (22 mentions); since comics 
generally elicited more comments in general, perhaps people had more feedback and found it easier 
to come up with things because they found the comics more engaging. More people mentioned 
there being “too much text” when speaking about the comics; this was likely because large blocks of 
text are much more obvious and more unnatural in a comic compared to a communication that as 
entirely in text. Multiple people felt the visuals in the comics didn’t add value or were confusing; it 
seems that while people may like visuals, they can be polarizing. 
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Things people disliked about the text were more varied, but again, the biggest concern was 
accessibility. Multiple people mentioned having to re-read text to understand it and being confused 
by jargon, or as one participant put it, “This is like business language gobbledygook which I know it 
isn't, but like, that's how it read, so it just, like, lost me there.” Perhaps as some participants 
mentioned, it was unfair to present members of the general public with text that was written 
specifically for academics, but it does highlight something academic researchers who do want to 
communicate with the general public should be concerned about. Communicators should be aware 
of their audience and adjust language and content accordingly. And it wasn’t entirely unfair — I did 
interview academics as well, and even those who were familiar with academic language mentioned 
disliking it.   
 
Table 3-24. What do People Dislike or Think is Done Poorly? 

Things Disliked or Done Poorly 
Number of 

Participants 
(N=11) 

Accessibility 6 
Visuals 4 
Content 4 
Style 4 
Learning 4 
Engagement 3 
Too much text 3 
No call to action 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=11 because not 
all participants had comments and some may have 
had multiple comments 

 
Table 3-25. What do People Dislike or Think Is Done Poorly in Comics? 

Things Disliked or Done  
Poorly in Comics 

Number of 
Participants 

(N=11) 
Accessibility 5 
Visuals 4 
Too much text 3 
Style 3 
Learning 3 
Content 2 
Engagement 2 
No call to action 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=11 because not 
all participants had comments and some may have 
had multiple comments 
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Table 3-26. What do People Dislike or Think Is Done Poorly in Text? 

Things Disliked or Done  
Poorly in Text 

Number of 
Participants 

(N=11) 
Accessibility 5 
Content 3 
Engagement 2 
Style 2 
Learning 1 
Format: Text 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=11 because not 
all participants had comments and some may have 
had multiple comments 

 
Factors that affect how people interact with policy communications 
Even though I collected quantitative information using Likert scale questions, because I collected 
that information in an interview, people often described their thought process when giving me 
numbers. When there were large discrepancies between someone’s ratings for the comic and the 
text, I would also ask them to talk more about why they rated these things differently. In this way, I 
collected some information about what went into people’s ratings for most characteristics and 
outcomes, although few constructs had enough feedback from enough people to make inferences. 
I’ve included those that did into this section. 
 
Table 3-27 shows the things people took into consideration when deciding whether to share or 
discuss a communication. The most important thing was relevance, whether it was relevance to the 
person being shared with or the current conversation. People also liked sharing things they found 
engaging and easy to read, perhaps because some people specifically shared things because they 
wanted to discuss the content. 
 
Table 3-27. Why do People Share or Discuss Communications? 

Why Share or Discuss 
Number of 

Participants 
(N=11) 

Relevant 7 
Engaging 4 
Accessibility: readability 3 
Convenient 3 
Want to discuss 3 
Interesting 2 
Forma 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=11 because not 
all participants had comments and some may have 
had multiple comments 
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Table 3-28 below shows the things people took into consideration when deciding whether to 
investigate further. Some things people mentioned that would make them less likely to investigate 
were whether they had no doubt about the content or felt the content “made sense” and was similar 
to their existing opinion. The types of things that made people more likely to investigate were if they 
wanted to learn more or were interested, and if it were convenient for them, e.g., multiple people 
mentioned that having clickable links would encourage them to click, but they wouldn’t be as likely 
to copy and paste a link.   
 
Table 3-28. Why Do People Investigate Communications? 

Why Did People Investigate 
Number of 

Participants 
(N=11) 

No doubt 3 
Learn more 3 
Confusion or doubt 2 
Easy to click link 2 
Interesting 2 
Clickbait 1 
Context of encounter 1 
Trust author 1 
Understood completely 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=11 because not 
all participants had comments and some may have 
had multiple comments 

 
Table 3-29 below shows the things people took into consideration when rating how interesting a 
communication was. While how “interesting” someone finds something seems straightforward 
enough — whether someone has interest in it — the most commonly mentioned thing wasn’t 
whether someone was interested in the topic. For many people, “interesting” meant how engaged 
they were, such as having an emotional connection to the content or being invested in the 
characters. People also mentioned readability; perhaps people could not find things interesting if 
their efforts were focused on comprehension. 
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Table 3-29. Why Do People Find a Communication Interesting? 

Why Was the  
Communication Interesting 

Number of 
Participants 

(N=11) 
Engagement 5 
Accessibility: readability 4 
Interested in topic 4 
Learning 3 
Strength of conclusion 1 
Relevant to work 1 
 

Note: Numbers may not add up to N=11 because not 
all participants had comments and some may have 
had multiple comments 

 
Another thing of note is that when people spoke about why they would take action, 4 people 
mentioned that there was no action to take. Perhaps “take action” was too broad for participants, 
and without an explicit “call to action” within the content, they were unable to think of actions they 
could take. (Note that the types of actions people mentioned in the first set of interviews included 
volunteering, donating, or changing one’s behavior).  
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4.  What Does This Mean for Whom? 
This section synthesizes the results from the previous chapter into a series of How-To Guides for 
policy communicators split into subsections based on what communicators want their audience to 
do after interacting with their communication. 
 
If you are a person who is trying to communicate policy research, what these results mean for you 
depends on: 
 

• Who your target audience is 
• What you want the audience to do upon encountering your policy communication 
• What actions you can control in the creation of your policy communication 

 
Since my sample population was the general population, the recommendations in this report assume 
the target audience is similar: laypeople without subject-matter expertise. While not all 
recommendations may be applicable if your target audience is a different population, hopefully they 
still have some use. In general, if you are trying to communicate policy research, defining your target 
audience is one of the most important steps to take, and understanding what your target audience 
wants will help you create the most effective policy communications. 
 
Deciding what you want the audience to do is important since the kinds of things that make 
someone open a report aren’t necessarily the same things that make a report easy to understand; an 
intriguing title might get someone to click on an article but has little impact on whether someone 
understands the article they just clicked on. And while you might want to maximize all outcomes, 
recommendations for one outcome can even contradict recommendations for others — e.g., a biased 
communication is more likely to be shared but less likely to be trusted — so to create the most 
effective communications, you need to prioritize your desired outcomes. This section will therefore 
group recommendations for policy communicators into the following “what do you want people to 
do” subsections:  
 

• How to get people to interact with (i.e., open or click on) a policy communication  
• How to get people to share or discuss a policy communication 
• How to get people to understand a policy communication 
• How to get people to trust a policy communication 
• How to affect people’s opinion with a policy communication 

 
It is also important to establish what you have control over when making a policy communication 
since, as an example, recommendations that only discuss the writing style of a report are not useful 
for someone who is only in control of promotion and distribution. Therefore, it would make sense 
to organize recommendations by the things people have control over, or the different roles involved 
in the creation of a policy communication. 
 
However, the actions involved in creating a policy communication are often not clearly delineated by 
job titles and people may perform multiple roles, e.g., someone might oversee both writing and 
distributing their communication. Therefore, I created a general framework of the process of 
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creating a policy communication that organizes some of the tasks typically involved into a general 
timeline, which can be seen in Figure 4-1 below. This timeline is broken down into 3 stages, and the 
recommendations listed in the previously described “what do you want people to do” subsections 
will be organized into these stages.  
 
Two things to note for this framework:  
 

1. While I interviewed people about policy communications more generally, this process 
focuses on creating policy communications derived from policy research. 

2. In this framework, the communication does not necessarily refer to the research report but 
whatever the audience interacts with. In some cases, the communication in question is the 
final research report, but other communications might be a blog post or a press release. 

 
Figure 4-1. The Process of Creating a Policy Communication 

 
In general, the tasks involved with the creation of a policy communication can be divided into 3 
stages: Research, Creation, and Distribution. 
 

•    Research generally encompasses the policy research tasks that occur before the 
communication is created, such as determining research questions, approach, and 
conducting research. This stage generally determines the limits of what can be included in 
the communication itself.    

•    Creation (of the Communication) contains the tasks involved in creating the 
communication itself, from deciding on the format and contents of the communication to 
writing text and generating visuals. This stage determines what the audience interacts with. 

•    Distribution includes tasks that occur after the communication has been completed, such 
as publishing and promotion of the communication. This stage affects who encounters the 
communication and how they encounter it.  

 
So, for example, a journalist writing about policy research that they did not conduct would be 
involved in the Creation and Distribution, but not Research. A researcher at a university might be 
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involved in all 3 stages, as they conduct the research, write the report, submit the report to a journal, 
and promote their paper on social media. An academic journal is only involved in Distribution. At 
an organization like the RAND Corporation, researchers would be primarily involved in Research 
and Creation but less involved in Distribution, whereas RAND’s Office of External Affairs is 
primarily concerned with Distribution. 
 
In summary, this section will offer recommendations for people involved with policy 
communication divided by “what do you want people to do” subsections and organized by “what do 
you have control over” so readers can quickly find what is most relevant to them. 
 

A note about recommendations 
These recommendations come from early stages of exploration and simply aim to provide a new 
perspective and approach to creating policy communications by focusing on the intended goals of 
the policy communication. It is possible and likely that further exploration in this area will show 
some of these recommendations to be ineffective and offer new alternatives not suggested here. 
Qualitative information comes from a small sample size and my goal is not to provide frequencies 
and distributions but simply a reflection of the range of responses. All figures and tables in this 
section display correlations from a small sample size and do not indicate causation. These results 
simply indicate starting points for actions that a creator of policy communication might take to 
influence desired outcomes. 
 

How to get people to interact with a policy communication 
If you want to get people to interact with a policy communication in the first place, such as opening 
a report or clicking on the article, your strongest leverage points are during the Distribution stage of 
the creation process and you should focus on making your communication interesting, relevant, and 
high-quality. For the purpose of this guide, “interact” refers to a person’s initial contact with a 
communication; results are primarily based on people’s comments on how likely they were to open 
or click on a communication. 
 
Table 4-1 below includes the corresponding slice of Table 3-13. Correlation Table of Likert Scale 
Questions, showing all variables I asked about in the second set of interviews and how they are 
correlated to how likely a participant is to open or click on a communication. Variables listed are 
grouped into characteristics of the communication, such as how interesting or relevant it was rated, 
and outcomes of the communication, such as how likely someone would be to share it or investigate it 
further. Correlations are sorted by their absolute values within these groupings with higher values on 
the left. 
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Table 4-1. Correlations of All Variables to “Would Open or Click” with Communication 
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0.75 0.65 0.46 0.33 -0.24 0.17 0.12 0.81 0.72 0.55 0.52 0.48 0.37 0.07 0.68 0.25 
 

Key: Low (-1)  High (+1) 
 
Since policy communicators have the most control over characteristics of a communication and less 
over other outcomes, Figure 4-2 below displays the correlations of characteristics from Table 4-1 in 
a diagram where the thickness of the lines corresponds to the strength of each characteristic’s 
correlation to how likely a participant was to click on or open a communication. The thicker the line, 
the stronger its correlation; the thickest lines show which characteristics a policy communicator 
might focus on when trying to encourage someone to interact with their policy communication. The 
characteristics of each communication are also tagged with the colors corresponding to the stages in 
the Process of Creating a Communication they can be most affected by.  
 
Figure 4-2. Correlation of Communication Characteristics to Interaction with Communication 

 
Key:     Research  Creation  Distribution 

 
As seen in Figure 4-2 and Table 4-1, the characteristics of a communication that have the strongest 
correlation to how likely someone is to open or click a communication are how interesting and 
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how relevant they found it, followed by how they rated its quality. How similar the content is to a 
person’s prior knowledge on the subject was the least related to how likely they were to interact. 
These characteristics generally align with the most common reasons given for what makes someone 
open or click on a source generated in the first round of interviews as shown in Table 3-5. Why 
People Interact with a Specific Communication. People generally opened or clicked on a policy 
communication if they thought it would be interesting, relevant, or that they would learn something 
from it.  
 
As shown in Table 4-1, the outcome that was most strongly correlated with whether someone was 
likely to interact with a communication was not a characteristic of the communication itself but how 
likely they are to share or discuss the communication with others. Interaction was correlated to most 
of the other outcome variables, suggesting that the types of things that engage people and cause 
them to react are similar to the types of things that make them click or open a communication in the 
first place. For additional recommendations, see the section How to get people to share or discuss a 
policy communication below.  
 
Since the decision to interact comes before the audience interacts, the contents of the 
communication are unknown and will have less of an effect than the audience’s perception of the 
contents, so the things that will be the most effective are the things that affect this perception. 
Perception of things like quality might be difficult to affect with a one-off report but can be 
something to keep in mind so you can build a reputation for trustworthiness and quality over time.  
 
At the    Research stage, if you want people to interact with your communication you are mostly 
limited to affecting people’s long-term perceptions of quality: 

• Focus on your methodology. 
• Make sure you are generating new information. 

 
Since the    Creation stage is about creating the communication itself, it is generally not perceived 
until after the person interacts with the communication. However, you can still focus on making the 
communication interesting, including new information, or increasing the long-term perception of 
quality: 

• Consider the target audience and what they might find most relevant when creating the 
communication.  

• Include examples to help show those who might not realize the content is relevant to them 
how they can relate to it. Alternatively, keep content general enough it can relate to the 
widest possible audience. 

• Include visuals to generate interest, but take care since they can also be polarizing as people 
have varied tastes. 

• Make sure the communication conveys what it is trying to convey clearly and is easy to 
understand. 

• Check for mistakes and typos. 
• Include numbers and citations. 

 
The    Distribution stage has the most control over the things that affect whether someone might 
interact with a communication. This makes sense since the tasks completed during Distribution 
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control how the potential audience first comes across the communication and therefore how it is 
perceived: 

• Highlight the most interesting or novel information from the communication so people who 
encounter it will be more likely to think it is interesting or that they will learn something 
new. 

• Highlight markers of quality, such as the trustworthiness of the organization or the 
reputation of the author. 

• Figure out for whom the communication is most relevant and target that population in your 
distribution and promotions.  

• Create a title that communicates the topic and piques interest without misleading; titles were 
explicitly mentioned by multiple interviewees as something that would entice them to click. 
Note that “clickbait” was generally polarizing as many people said they disliked it but would 
still click on it, so you might utilize it sparingly as it may harm the perception of quality and 
trust in the long-term. 

 
         Something to keep in mind during all stages is that being unbiased is negatively correlated to 
how likely someone is to interact with the communication, so if you want people to open the report, 
you don’t necessarily need to be unbiased. In fact, having a little bit of a bias might increase the 
chances someone will choose to interact. In interviews, people explicitly mentioned they would open 
or avoid communications because of the perceived bias, whether they agreed and wanted 
confirmation of their opinions or disagreed and wanted something to argue with. While people said 
they disliked bias, bias encourages engagement and evokes emotion, whether positive or negative. 
 

How to get people to share or discuss a policy communication 
If you want people to share or discuss a policy communication with others, you should focus on 
making it interesting and target the relevant people when creating and distributing the 
communication. For the purposes of this guide, share or discuss means any sort of contact with 
another person about the communication, ranging from forwarding someone the communication, 
posting it on their own social media feed, or simply bringing the communication up in an in-person 
conversation. 
 
Table 4-2 below shows the corresponding slice of Table 3-13. Correlation Table of Likert Scale 
Questions, showing all variables I asked about in the second set of interviews and how they are 
correlated to how likely a participant is to share or discuss a policy communication with others. 
Variables listed are grouped into characteristics of the communication, such as how interesting or 
relevant it was rated, and outcomes of the communication, such as how likely someone would be to 
interact with it or investigate it further. Correlations are sorted by their absolute values within these 
groupings with higher values on the left. 
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Table 4-2. Correlations of All Variables to How Likely People are to Share or Discuss 
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Key: Low (-1)  High (+1) 
 
Since policy communicators have the most control over characteristics of a communication and less 
over other outcomes, Figure 4-3 below displays the correlations of characteristics from Table 4-2 in 
a diagram where the thickness of the lines corresponds to the strength of each characteristic’s 
correlation to how likely a participant was to share or discuss a communication. The thicker the line, 
the stronger its correlation; the thickest lines show which characteristics a policy communicator 
might focus on when trying to encourage someone to share or discuss their policy communication. 
The characteristics of each communication are also tagged with the colors corresponding to the 
stages in the Process of Creating a Communication they can be most affected by.  
 
Figure 4-3. Correlation of Communication Characteristics to How Likely People are to Share or Discuss 

 
Key:     Research  Creation  Distribution 

 
As seen in Figure 4-3 and Table 4-2, the characteristics of the communication that are most strongly 
correlated with how likely a person was to share or discuss it were how interesting it was, how 
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relevant it was, and its quality. How trustworthy something was or how similar it was to their prior 
knowledge of the topic had little correlation with how likely someone was to share it, and being 
unbiased was negatively correlated with how likely someone was to share or discuss it. This aligns 
with the results seen in Table 3-27. Why do People Share or Discuss Communications? The most 
common reason people gave for sharing things was because they felt the content would be relevant 
to the person they were sharing it with or the conversation they were sharing it in, followed by how 
engaging it was. Other reasons included accessibility (readability) or how easy it was to read, 
accessibility (distribution) or how easy it was to share, and just wanting to discuss to content with 
someone else. 
 
As shown in Table 4-5, the variable that was most strongly correlated to how likely someone is to 
share or discuss a communication was actually how likely they were to interact with it in the first 
place. In general, the reasons for why people would share something were very similar to whether 
they would interact in the first place; if you compare the correlations in Table 4-1 to Table 4-2 the 
primary difference being that trustworthiness is less correlated with sharing than with interaction 
and how much people learned was more strongly correlated with sharing than interaction.  
 
However, unlike the decision to interact where people need to decide before even seeing the content 
of the communication, people generally share or discuss something after they’ve interacted with it so 
the recommendations here focus more on the content of the communication itself rather than the 
perception of the content. This isn’t always the case (if you’ve spend enough time online you’ve 
probably seen comments on articles and videos admitting they only read the title and didn’t bother 
reading or watching the content), so for more recommendations, see the above section How to get 
people to interact with a policy communication. 
 
At    Research stage, if you want people to share it you need to generate information people think is 
worth sharing: 

• Make sure you are generating new information. 
• Try something novel or unusual, such a unique approach.   

 
In the    Creation stage, you want to make sure people find the communication interesting, high-
quality, and engaging: 

• Include examples to help show those who might not realize the content is relevant to them 
or people they know how they can relate to it to increase the number of situations where the 
communication would be relevant. 

• Think about what your target audience already knows and is familiar with and choose 
content that provides new information or perspectives. 

• Include visuals to generate interest, but take care since they can also be polarizing as people 
have varied tastes. 

• Consider your narrative or story and try to keep readers engaged. 
• Try something novel or unusual, such as a unique format. 
• Make sure the communication conveys what it is trying to convey clearly and is easy to 

understand, see section How to get people to understand a policy communication. 
 
In the    Distribution stage, target the right people: 
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• Make it easy for people to share the communication. 
• Highlight the most interesting or novel information from the communication so people who 

encounter it will be more likely to think it is interesting or that they will learn something 
new. 

• Figure out for whom the communication is most relevant and target that population in your 
distribution and promotions.  

• Highlight markers of quality, such as the trustworthiness of the organization or the 
reputation of the author. 

 
         Something to keep in mind during all stages is that being unbiased is negatively correlated with 
whether someone shares or discusses the communication. Bias can engage the audience; it evokes an 
emotional response and gives them something to discuss with others, whether they agree or disagree 
with the opinion being offered; some participants mentioned sharing things they disagreed with so 
they could laugh about the content with their friends. As such, you don’t necessarily need to stay 
unbiased if you want someone to share your communication. 
 

How to get people to understand a policy communication 
If you want people to understand your policy communication, you should focus on the Creation of 
the communication itself. Make your communication easy to read and guide your audience to your 
key points using examples, formatting, and visuals. 
 
Table 4-3 below includes the corresponding slice of Table 3-13. Correlation Table of Likert Scale 
Questions, showing all variables I asked about in the second set of interviews and how they are 
correlated to how well a participant understood a communication. Variables listed are grouped into 
characteristics of the communication, such as how interesting or relevant it was rated, and outcomes of 
the communication, such as how likely someone would be to interact with it or investigate it further. 
Correlations are sorted by their absolute values within these groupings with higher values on the left. 
 
Table 4-3. Correlations of All Variables to Interaction with Understanding Communication 

Characteristics Outcomes 
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0.70 0.59 0.49 0.38 0.26 0.19 0.03 0.26 0.14 0.07 -0.07 -0.07 0.05 -0.02 0.46 0.22 
 

Key: Low (-1)  High (+1) 
 
Since policy communicators have the most control over characteristics of a communication and less 
over other outcomes, Figure 4-4 below displays the correlations of characteristics from Table 4-3 in 
a diagram where the thickness of the lines corresponds to the strength of each characteristic’s 
correlation to how likely a participant was to understand a communication. The thicker the line, the 
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stronger its correlation; the thickest lines show which characteristics a policy communicator might 
focus on when trying to help someone understand their policy communication. The characteristics 
of each communication are also tagged with the colors corresponding to the stages in the Process of 
Creating a Communication they can be most affected by.  
  
Figure 4-4. Correlation of Communication Characteristics to Understanding the Communication 

 
Key:     Research  Creation  Distribution 

 
As seen in Figure 4-4 and Table 4-3, the characteristic of the communication that is most strongly 
correlated with how well someone understood it was how easy to read it was, following by how 
trustworthy it was, how they rated its quality, and how interesting it was. How biased it was had 
almost no effect. This suggests that the things people use to evaluate quality and trustworthiness are 
related how well they understood something, which makes sense given that accessibility was the 
most common theme mentioned in Table 3-20. What is Quality?.  
 
As shown in Table 4-3, how well someone understood a policy communication had little correlation 
with most other outcomes. It was only slightly correlated with how much someone learned, and not 
correlated at all to how likely someone’s opinion is to be affected, suggesting that understanding is 
not enough to teach someone something new or change their minds; the content or message of the 
communication still matters.  
 
The    Creation stage is where you have the most control over how well someone understood 
something by making it easy to read, engaging, and adding things that help people parse your key 
points from the content: 

• Keep your target audience in mind and tailor the content to them. Don’t spend as much 
time on things they already know and focus on the things they don’t.  
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• Test your communication on members of your target audience and get feedback on what 
they understood and what they found confusing before you finalize it for release. 

• Use your formatting and organization to help: include bullet points, section headings, break 
up large paragraphs. If your content is long enough, consider adding a summary to highlight 
key points. 

• Keep things concise. 
• Define any terms or symbols that the audience might not be familiar with. 
• Include analogies and examples to help illustrate meaning and put it into context. 
• Include visuals; multiple people mentioned visuals helped with understanding. Charts and 

diagrams can help illustrate quantitative information and processes, and illustrations can 
reinforce meaning. 

• Keep the audience engaged and interested; if they’re invested in the content, they will invest 
more time and energy in understanding it. 

• Don’t include jargon or dense language that people need to reread. You want to convey 
information to your audience, not outsmart them. 

 
In the    Distribution stage you can increase the number of people who understand the 
communication by reaching the people who will understand it the best: 

• Target the people who will best understand the communication you are distributing. Prior 
knowledge had some correlation with understanding; if you target those who are already 
familiar with the content they might get more out of your communication than those who 
with no prior knowledge. 

• Make it clear what the communication will be about in promotions to set expectations and 
attract the right audience. 

 

How to get people to trust a policy communication 
If you want people to trust your policy communication, you should focus on creating something 
high-quality, easy to read, and unbiased at all stages in the process of creating a policy 
communication. 
 
Table 4-4 below shows the corresponding slice of Table 3-13. Correlation Table of Likert Scale 
Questions, showing all variables I asked about in the second set of interviews and how they are 
correlated to how trustworthy a participant found a communication. Variables listed are grouped 
into characteristics of the communication, such as how interesting or relevant it was rated, and outcomes 
of the communication, such as how likely someone would be to interact with it or investigate it 
further. Correlations are sorted by their absolute values within these groupings with higher values on 
the left. 
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Table 4-4. Correlations of All Variables to Trustworthiness of Communication 

Characteristics Outcomes 
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0.49 0.49 0.35 0.30 0.30 0.13 0.59 0.29 0.20 0.17 0.14 0.13 0.12 -0.04 0.46 0.04 
 

Key: Low (-1)  High (+1) 
 
Since policy communicators have the most control over characteristics of a communication and less 
over other outcomes, Figure 4-5 below displays the correlations of characteristics from Table 4-4 in 
a diagram where the thickness of the lines corresponds to the strength of each characteristic’s 
correlation to how trustworthy a participant found a communication. The thicker the line, the 
stronger its correlation; the thickest lines show which characteristics a policy communicator might 
focus on when trying to encourage someone to trust their policy communication. The characteristics 
of each communication are also tagged with the colors corresponding to the stages in the Process of 
Creating a Communication they can be most affected by.  
 
Figure 4-5. Correlation of Communication Characteristics to Trustworthiness of Communication 

 
Key:     Research  Creation  Distribution 

 
As seen in Figure 4-5 and Table 4-4, the characteristics of the communication that are most strongly 
correlated with how trustworthy they found it are how easy to read it was and its quality. 
Something noteworthy was trustworthiness was the only thing that was positively correlated with 
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being unbiased. Surprisingly, how trustworthy a person found a communication was not very 
strongly correlated to how similar the content was to someone’s prior knowledge, and had no 
correlation to whether someone said the communication would affect their opinion. This suggests 
that trustworthiness doesn’t necessarily relate to whether you already agree with something or how 
much you already know about it and trustworthiness alone doesn’t change someone’s mind.  
 
As shown in Table 4-4, the outcome that was most strongly correlated with whether someone was 
likely to interact with a communication was not a characteristic of the communication itself but how 
well they understood the communication. This makes sense since people who cannot understand 
the communication cannot evaluate whether they trust it; multiple participants mentioned not being 
able to evaluate communications they had difficulty understanding. As such, for additional 
recommendations, see section How to get people to understand a policy communication above. 
 
In the    Research stage, if you want people to trust your communication you should focus on 
producing high-quality research and limiting bias: 

• Focus on your methodology. 
• Make sure you are generating new information. 
• Consider your personal biases and try to limit their effect on your research. 

 
During the    Creation stage, you can increase trust by focusing on making the communication easy 
to read, high-quality, and unbiased. 

• Make sure the communication is easy to read and use examples and formatting to help your 
audience understand your key points.  

• Present the information in an unbiased way, presenting facts and minimizing any opinions or 
agenda. Avoid emotionally charged language. 

• Present multiple perspectives. 
• Explain the methodology of the research. 
• Include numbers and quantitative information when possible. 
• Include citations. 

 
During the    Distribution stage you can increase trust by highlighting markers of quality and 
selecting trusted spaces to publish in: 

• Highlight markers of quality, such as the trustworthiness of the organization or the 
reputation of the author. 

• Publish in trusted spaces, such as reputable journals for an academic article or an established 
news organization for an opinion or blog.  

• Avoid “clickbait” titles or emotionally charged language. 
 

How to affect people’s opinions with a policy communication 
If you want to affect people’s opinions with your policy communication, you should give them a 
good reason to change their minds by presenting new information or perspectives. You also don’t 
need to be unbiased; if you want to change people’s opinions you should be clear what they should 
be changing their opinions to.Table 4-5 below shows the corresponding slice of Table 3-13. 
Correlation Table of Likert Scale Questions, showing all variables I asked about in the second set of 
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interviews and how they are correlated to how likely a communication was to affect a participant’s 
opinion. Variables listed are grouped into characteristics of the communication, such as how 
interesting or relevant it was rated, and outcomes of the communication, such as how likely someone 
would be to interact with it or investigate it further. Correlations are sorted by their absolute values 
within these groupings with higher values on the left. 
 
Table 4-5. Correlations of All Variables to How Likely it is to Affect Opinion 

Characteristics  Outcomes 
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-0.40 0.36 0.34 0.31 -0.17 0.13 -0.04 0.61 0.52 0.44 0.28 0.18 0.17 -0.02 0.30 0.13 
 

Key: Low (-1)  High (+1) 
 
Since policy communicators have the most control over characteristics of a communication and less 
over other outcomes, Figure 4-6 below displays the correlations of characteristics from Table 4-5 in 
a diagram where the thickness of the lines corresponds to the strength of each characteristic’s 
correlation to how like a communication was to affect a participant’s opinion. The thicker the line, 
the stronger its correlation; the thickest lines show which characteristics a policy communicator 
might focus on when trying to affect someone’s opinion with their policy communication. The 
characteristics of each communication are also tagged with the colors corresponding to the stages in 
the Process of Creating a Communication they can be most affected by.  
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Figure 4-6. Correlation of Communication Characteristics to How Likely it is to Affect Opinion 

 
Key:     Research  Creation  Distribution 

 
As seen in Figure 4-6 and Table 4-5, the characteristics of the communication that are most strongly 
correlated with how likely it was to affect a person’s opinion was how biased it was, followed by 
how interesting it was, its quality, and how relevant it was. Things that had no correlation on 
whether someone would change their opinion were how well the person understood it and how 
trustworthy they found it; how easy to read it was also had little effect. This suggests that just 
understanding or believing something isn’t enough to affect someone’s opinion; you need to give 
them new information or perspectives if you want to change their minds. How similar the content 
was to someone’s prior knowledge had a negative correlation with changing opinions, which makes 
sense since if a person already knows or agrees with the content, they’re not likely to change their 
opinion after it is affirmed. If you want to affect someone’s opinion, you should target people who 
don’t already know or don’t already agree with what you’re trying to communicate lest you end up 
“preaching to the choir.” 
 
As shown in Table 4-5, the outcome that was most strongly correlated to how likely someone is to 
change their opinion was actually how much they thought they learned from a communication, 
followed by how likely they are to share or discuss it and how likely they are to open or click on it. 
People seem to change their opinion when they receive new information, and perhaps the same kind 
of things that really engage people are the same kind of things that change people minds. 
 
At    Research stage, if you want people to change their minds, you need to make sure they have a 
reason to change their minds: 

• Make sure you are generating new information or offering a new perspective. 
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During the    Creation stage, you can change people’s minds by engaging them and giving them new 
information: 

• Think about what your target audience already knows and is familiar with and choose 
content that provides new information or perspectives. 

• Use visuals to engage the audience and create an emotional connection. 
• Use emotionally charged language. 
• Include citations; people are more likely to investigate something they disagree with so you 

should make it easy for them to access your sources. 
• Make sure the audience can understand your points; while readability seems unrelated to 

affecting someone’s opinion, if the audience doesn’t understand what you are talking about, 
they might come away with a completely different conclusion than what you intended. 

 
During the    Distribution stage you can maximize the number of people you affect by targeting the 
people who are most likely to change their minds: 

• Consider targeting people who are more open-minded or unfamiliar with your content, since 
they’re the population who might learn the most from your content. 

• Consider targeting people who might disagree with your content, but not very strongly. 
There’s no need to convince someone who already agrees, but multiple participants 
mentioned there were some things they just won’t change their minds on so you don’t want 
to target the people who very strongly disagree either. 

 
         Something to keep in mind during all stages is that being unbiased is negatively correlated to 
how likely a communication is to change someone’s mind; if you want to affect someone’s opinion 
you need to be a little biased. As shown in Table 3-18. What is Bias?, people generally think bias is 
having some sort of opinion, and it follows that to change someone else’s opinion you need to have 
alternative for them to adopt. So if you’re trying to change people’s minds, you should think about 
what they might currently believe and what you want them to believe instead, and provide evidence 
and a convincing argument for your own opinion.  
 

In Summary 
In summary, what you should do when making your policy communication really depends on what 
you want your audience to do; while some recommendations are consistent across all outcomes, 
others contradict each other. Unsurprisingly, decisions made during the creation stage have the most 
leverage in outcomes, although distribution is key as well given that decisions made during 
distribution control the audience’s first impressions and whether they interact at all. 
 
Table 4-6 below combines the correlation tables shown in each of the above subsections so they can 
be more easily compared with each other; while some desired outcomes might be similarly correlated 
to the same characteristics and outcomes, they all differ in some ways, sometimes dramatically.  
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Table 4-6. Correlations of Variables with Outcomes 
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Easy to Read 0.33 0.38 0.13 0.49 0.70 

Interesting 0.75 0.76 0.36 0.30 0.38 

Relevant 0.65 0.69 0.31 0.35 0.19 

Prior knowledge 0.17 0.17 -0.17 0.13 0.26 

Quality 0.46 0.51 0.34 0.49 0.49 

Trustworthy 0.12 0.29 -0.04 1.00 0.59 

Unbiased -0.24 -0.27 -0.40 0.30 0.03 

O
ut

co
m

es
 

Open or click 0.81 1.00 0.44 0.29 0.26 

Would finish 0.37 0.43 0.28 0.20 0.05 

Understood 0.07 0.26 -0.02 0.59 1.00 

Learned 0.72 0.51 0.61 0.13 0.14 

Affect opinion 0.52 0.44 1.00 -0.04 -0.02 

Share or discuss 1.00 0.81 0.52 0.12 0.07 

Investigate 0.48 0.56 0.17 0.17 -0.07 

Take action 0.55 0.59 0.18 0.14 -0.07 

Overall rating 0.68 0.64 0.30 0.46 0.46 

Like better 0.25 0.38 0.13 0.04 0.22 
 

Key: Low (-1)  High (+1) 
 
One of the more consistent characteristics across all outcomes was quality — ratings of quality were 
positively and modestly correlated with all outcomes, so higher quality is generally good no matter 
what you want your audience to do. Unfortunately for the creators of policy communications, 
quality is one of the more difficult characteristics to quantify and achieve since it means so many 
different things to different people. Some markers of quality are quick and easy to achieve, such as 
making sure there are no typos or mistakes or including citations; others require more effort such as 
being easy to understand or engaging; and others still can only be built over time, such as the 
trustworthiness and reputation of the author. As such, quality is something that can be affected at all 
stages in the Process of Creating a Policy Communication and something to keep in mind in general. 
Given that accessibility of a communication was one of the key themes from the interviews, it makes 
sense for everyone to invest time on making their communications easy to understand, but since 
individual evaluations of quality differ widely, devoting significant efforts to more nebulous markers 
of quality may not be as effective. Future work might conduct a more thorough study of how people 
evaluate quality in communications to illuminate additional leverage points. 
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How easy to read, interesting, and relevant a communication was were all also generally positive and 
moderately correlated with all outcomes, although some were more important to some outcomes 
than others. Ratings for how interesting and how relevant something was were very similar to each 
other and were both highly correlated with how likely someone was to interact or share a 
communication; perhaps how interesting a person finds a communication is dependent on how 
relevant it is to them, or how well they can place the content in the context of their own lives. While 
you can’t make content more relevant to people, you can offer examples to show how it might relate 
to them or people they know and try to find the people it is most relevant to. How easy to read a 
communication was less correlated to how likely someone would interact with or share it and more 
correlated to how trustworthy and well it was understood. It follows that understanding something 
is related to how easy it was to read, but the relationship between trust and understanding is less 
clear; perhaps people can only trust a communication they believe they understand.  
 
On the opposite end, bias had the most variation across all the characteristics; being unbiased was 
negatively correlated with 3 outcomes, positively correlated with one, and not correlated at all to the 
last. If you want someone to engage with your communication you should be biased, but it is 
negatively correlated with trustworthiness, so this is a tradeoff you must consider when making your 
policy communications. Contrary to its connotations, being biased isn’t necessarily a “bad” thing; it 
was actually positively correlated to most of the other “good” variables. For more discussion on 
bias, see section Some Thoughts on Bias below. 
 
Trustworthiness of a communication was also interesting; it was strongly correlated with how well a 
communication was understood, but only weakly correlated with how likely a person was to interact 
and share a communication, and surprisingly not at all related to how likely the communication was 
to affect a person’s opinion. I considered trustworthiness a characteristic of the communication, but 
given that trust is something people build over time, it could also be considered an outcome. Still, 
trustworthiness wasn’t particularly important for most outcomes, suggesting that people don’t care 
too much about where they are getting their information so building that trust might not be a key 
consideration for policy communicators. 
 
How similar a person’s prior knowledge is to a communication was weakly correlated with all 
outcomes and probably not of particular interest to a policy communicator. It had the strongest 
correlation with understanding, suggesting familiarity breeds understanding. It had a negative 
correlation with how likely a communication is to affect a person’s opinion, which probably speaks 
more to the fact that people do not consider reinforcement of their existing opinion as affecting 
their opinion than an actual effect between variables. 
 
Looking at how outcomes compared to each other, whether someone said they would interact with 
or share or discuss a communication were extremely similar in how they correlated to 
communication characteristics, even though one generally takes place before someone even 
consumes the content and the other generally takes place afterwards. The primary difference was the 
importance of trustworthiness, which was more correlated to the decision to interact than the 
decision to share. This suggests that the kinds of things that engage people during initial contact are 
the same kinds of things that people want to share and discuss with others; perhaps first impressions 
are the most important and the actual content of the communication matters little for encouraging 
engagement.  
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How likely the communication was to affect someone’s opinion was the outcome that was the most 
dissimilar to the others. It had the strongest negative correlation with how unbiased something was 
and unlike the others it had a negative correlation with similarity to prior knowledge as well. It seems 
the best way to affect someone’s opinion is to be biased, which makes sense since the most 
persuasive communications are generally trying to persuade something instead of just providing 
information. However, it might be that whether something affects your opinion was too vague for 
participants to properly evaluate. Multiple participants expressed confusion over whether something 
reaffirming their opinion would count as affecting their opinion, so perhaps this question was too 
unclear. Therefore, a policy communicator might want to clarify exactly how they want their 
audience’s opinions to be affected if this is their aim — changing someone’s opinion is a different 
task to reaffirming someone’s task and will require different strategies. 
 

Limitations 
As noted before, this is an early exploration of the factors that affect policy communication and  
the numbers in the figures and tables are just correlations taken from a small sample size and do not 
necessarily indicate causation. Qualitative interviews were also conducted with a small sample size 
and were designed to collect the range of responses, not the distribution or frequency. While 
interviews were conducted until no new themes were generated, with such a small sample size it is 
possible there may be missing themes, particularly among demographics where I had few to no 
respondents. As such, these recommendations are simply a starting point for how people should 
approach the design and creation of their policy communications and the numbers provided do not 
necessarily reflect their effectiveness relative to each other.  
 
My target population was the general population because I wanted to get the range of responses, but 
if you are creating a policy communication you will likely need to be more specific about who your 
target audience is, and not all these recommendations will apply. For example, while laypeople 
strongly dislike jargon, if you are targeting experts and academics, they might strongly prefer jargon. 
Still, if you are trying to communicate, you should make it as easy as possible for your audience to 
understand. What is appropriate for some populations and contexts will almost certainly be 
inappropriate for others, so it is important to consider your target audience’s needs and concerns.  
 
Some of these correlations might be skewed because the comics were overwhelmingly more popular 
than their prose counterparts and each format had its own strengths and weaknesses. Comics might 
have artificially inflated the ratings for characteristics comics generally do better on and the 
correlations may reflect the differences between comics and prose more than the relationships 
between the characteristics and outcomes more generally.  
 
Participants also self-evaluated, which may not be the most accurate collection method for certain 
constructs. In particular, how well participants thought they understood and how much they 
thought they learned from the communications may not reflect how well they actually understood or 
learned. Given that participants were asked about their likeliness to interact after they’d read each 
communication and not before, it’s possible the ratings here were biased by their subsequent 
interaction with the communication. Since questions were asked during an interview, participants 
often waffled between multiple numbers or attempt to give numbers outside of the specified range. 
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This means little for comparisons within the same participant’s responses but could affect overall 
ratings, especially given the small sample size.  
 
Although I didn’t conduct any of the research behind the communications I used for these 
interviews, I did create the comics and was explicit about this with participants who asked. Although 
I prefaced interviews by telling people I did not believe the comics would be universally better than 
prose, it is possible people rated the comics more favorably than they would have had they been able 
to give me their answers anonymously, thinking that was what I wanted to hear. A few participants 
had no problem providing negative feedback but on the whole feedback was generally positive, and 
it’s not clear to me this was because there was only positive feedback to give. Perhaps it was 
impossible for me to be unbiased while interviewing. Further research in this area might solicit more 
honest feedback by presenting communications they did not create or collecting anonymous 
responses. 
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5.  Some Thoughts on Bias 
This chapter collects some thoughts on bias that I had as a result of conducting this research. While 
I was not specifically investigating bias, it was a theme that came up frequently during interviews and 
led to some surprising results, as documented in Chapter 3 and 4. 
 
Bias was one of the more common themes participants in the first set of interviews mentioned. It 
was one of the most commonly mentioned themes when people spoke about what they liked and 
disliked about policy communications, and it was one of the things people mentioned the most 
when asked about what would make them interact with a communication in the first place, shown in 
Table 3-5. Why People Interact with a Specific Communication and Table 3-9. What People Like or 
Dislike about Policy Communications.  
 
But even though bias was mentioned by so many people in the first set of interviews, when I asked 
people how biased the communication was and how they would define bias in the second set of 
interviews, participants were often confused. A few participants didn’t understand the question, 
others still couldn’t see how the communications could be biased. Bias was the only question where 
participants attempted to give scores of 0 on a 1 to 10 scale, and multiple participants did so, 
suggesting it was something people had particularly strong opinions on. I was surprised because I 
felt the pieces did cover politically charged topics, but many people who aligned with the politics 
presented in the communications (i.e., social justice and racial equity) all felt there was no bias at all. 
It’s possible that to some people, bias simply means “an opinion or view that differs from mine.” 
It’s also possible bias required more context than I was giving, or that the pieces I was showing 
people were not representative of the types of things people were seeing in the wild, as it were. 
 
People generally spoke of bias negatively — it was something people disliked — but when deciding 
to interact with a communication, people didn’t just avoid biased communications. Some people 
would deliberately chose to click on something biased if they wanted affirmation of their opinions or 
if they were looking for something to be upset about. Nonetheless, I chose to reverse code bias 
because it was generally negatively-perceived whereas everything else was positively-perceived (e.g., 
whether something was interesting or easy to read are generally considered “good” things) so I could 
compare ratings for being unbiased instead of biased to the other variables.  
 
Yet as shown in Table 3-13. Correlation Table of Likert Scale Questions, being unbiased was, on the 
whole, negatively related to all of these “good” characteristics and outcomes, with the one exception 
where it had a positive correlation was with how trustworthy something was. Several variables had 
effectively no correlation with being unbiased: how interesting, easy to read, understood, much one 
learned, quality, likely to investigate and the overall rating of a communication. Some of these make 
sense; one doesn’t expect how biased something is to affect how easy it is to read or how much you 
understand. But the fact that a communication’s quality and overall rating are not correlated with 
being unbiased is noteworthy: if everyone thought bias was a bad thing, shouldn’t being unbiased be 
positively correlated with quality and overall rating? 
 
So what is bias? As shown in Table 3-18. What is Bias?, when asked directly, people generally said 
bias was having some sort of opinion, whether that opinion simply existed in the content creator’s 
mind or affected the content. But if being biased is having an opinion or a stake something, is it 
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even possible to be unbiased? Particularly with respect to policy research — public policy is about 
people, and generally requires some sort of objective, which implies the existence of governing 
values — even if we could agree on all of society’s values and objectives, which I think is highly 
unlikely, is it possible for a human have no opinion on how they want to live and what kind of 
society they want to exist in?  
 
The kinds of things people mentioned when they explained their ratings for bias as shown in Table 
3-19. Why Did People Rate Things As Biased or Unbiased? suggest that to be unbiased, you should 
only communicate facts and remove any traces of opinion. But it’s not clear to me people can be 
unbiased, and after this research, it’s not clear to me being unbiased is even desirable. Bias has no 
correlation to a communication’s quality or the overall score, so it’s not necessarily a negative thing. 
And if your goal is to get engage people and cause them to react to your communication, results 
suggest you are better off being biased than unbiased. Bias encourages an emotional reaction, and 
even if the reaction is negative, it’s still a deeper feeling than no feeling at all. 
 
Except for one outlier rating, people generally thought comics were more biased than their 
respective prose communications. The content didn’t differ significantly between the comic and text, 
so in this case bias didn’t seem to be related to the content itself, just how it was portrayed. One 
participant mentioned that because the comics were drawn by someone, in this case me, it made it 
explicit that they were someone else’s interpretation of the content and was therefore more biased. 
This is interesting since prose or even photographs are similarly created through someone’s 
interpretation of the content — someone has to chose each of the words when they’re writing, and 
someone needs to chose how to frame a shot when they’re photographing — but there must be 
something about a drawing that implies more interpretation. It’s possible this is affected by the art 
style and the more unrealistic or cartoon-like something is, the more biased it feels.  
 
People perceived bias negatively, and there are certainly ways policy communicators can attempt to 
minimize bias in their communications, but I would argue that being biased is not necessarily a bad 
thing. The fact that bias is viewed negatively speaks to how people think the world should be, but it 
doesn’t necessarily reflect how the world is and how people actually act. Bias is unrelated to overall 
ratings of how a communication is perceived, even though people thought the comics were more 
biased, they still generally liked the comics better and rated them more highly, and bias is positively 
correlated with most other “good” outcomes. Results suggest bias is related to how likely people are 
to take action. So perhaps policy communicators should stop thinking of bias in communications as 
“bad” and consider instead when should they be biased to get the outcomes we want?  
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6.  How Can Comics Be Used as Policy 
Communication? 
So far, I’ve focused on recommendations and thoughts on policy communication in general, 
regardless of the format. This chapter will focus on RQ2: How do comics compare to traditional 
forms of policy communication? and offer recommendations for how comics can be used as policy 
communication based on the results described in Chapter 4. 
 
How do comics compare to prose? People overwhelmingly liked the comics more than the text; 
over the 17 comparisons, in 13 people liked the comic better, in 3 the person was unable to decide, 
and in 1 the person liked the text better. As shown in Table 3-15. Differences Between Ratings for 
Comics and Text, comics had the greatest improvement in ratings for how interesting, how likely to 
interact with, the quality of, the overall rating, and how likely a participant was to share a 
communication. In general, comics rated higher for all measures except for trustworthiness, 
although effects varied between topics. 
 
When looking at the qualitative information in Table 3-16. What do Comics Do Better than Text? 
and Table 3-22. What do People Like or Think Is Done Well in Comics?, the most common themes 
were accessibility (readability), the visuals, and engagement. People thought the comics were easier 
to read and understand. People generally liked visuals, mentioning that they added interest or helped 
with understanding: having the visual representations reinforced content, could be understood at a 
glance, and put more abstract content into context. And people felt more engaged with the comics, 
noting that having characters and a narrative created an emotional connection and investment to the 
content. 
 
However, as shown in Table 3-15. Differences Between Ratings for Comics and Text, comics were 
generally considered less trustworthy than the text and more biased (save for one outlier that was 
more than 2 standard deviations from the average rating). As mentioned in the previous section, 
comics made the fact that the communication was an interpretation of content and created by a 
person more explicit; text felt more objective to people, even when the two were communicating the 
same concepts.  
 
As shown in Table 3-17. What Does Text Do Better Than Comics?, people generally felt they 
learned more through text; everyone who had comments on what they thought the text did better 
mentioned some sort of learning, such as the text having more depth or adding context. While 
ratings of how much a person learned were on average higher for comics, this was mostly because 
people learned significantly more from the comic for the Algorithmic Fairness topic, the comic 
format had a minor negative effect on learning for the other 2 topics. 
 
So when should you use comics? The comics format seems to give the biggest boost to engagement, 
interaction, and interest; perhaps they can add the most value when the original topic isn’t as 
inherently interesting to people by adding interest in other ways. If you need to catch someone’s eye, 
try using comics. But while being engaged seems to be related to outcomes such as whether 
someone is likely to share a communication or let it affect their opinion, the comics format had 
almost no effect on whether someone was likely to take action, and little effect on whether someone 
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is likely to investigate. While comics might encourage engagement, it’s not a panacea for policy 
communicators who want to change people’s lives.  
 
Comics might be useful as an introduction to topics. Accessibility (readability) was the most 
common concern for both formats, and that was the one of the common themes of what people 
liked about comics. Comics don’t seem as formal and intimidating to people and multiple 
participants mentioned that having visuals aided understanding. But since people generally felt they 
learned less and got less information from comics than text, comics may not be as useful or efficient 
when you need to communicate a lot of facts or dense information. And if you can write simple and 
readable prose communicating your content, making a comic instead might not add much value; as 
seen in Table 3-11. Summary of Ratings by Topic and Format and Table 3-15. Differences Between 
Ratings for Comics and Text, the comics format had the smallest effect on the Black Veterans topic 
where the prose was already readable.  
 
It’s doubtful that policy comics will catch on and become the primary method of communication for 
policy reports, but policy comics or at least increasingly visual forms of policy communication could 
become more prevalent in communications designed for the general public. The level of detail that 
would go into a communication meant for the non-expert members of the general public would be 
more appropriate for a comic than the level of detail in a report written for other academics who are 
already familiar with the topic area. News outlets such as The New York Times and The Guardian, 
which traditionally write text articles illustrated with a few photographs, are creating increasingly 
visual and interactive forms of reporting with animations and diagrams, some of which could already 
be considered comics since they contain images in sequence. Longer comics with stories and 
characters may simply be the next step in the process. Given that digital formats are now the native 
format that people generally engage with policy communications, there is potential to re-envision 
what a comic is, and take advantage of the format with interactive panels and graphs. 
 
So what types of policy reports would make good comics and what wouldn’t? Of the comics I 
created, the topic that experienced the biggest boost in outcomes was Algorithmic Fairness. The 
level of content in the paper abstract was such that I primarily had to convey the policy problem and 
context in a comic, and the topic lent itself easily to a comic since it was easy to explain at the level 
of individuals. However, the paper went into more detail explaining the different mathematical 
definitions of fairness; these would be much less efficiently communicated in comic form since they 
were so abstract. Even verbally explaining the definition was not as complete and efficient as the 
mathematical notation they were presented.  
 
At RAND, the online overview of a report like Truth Decay,2 which is already pared down to key 
results and findings, might benefit from a comic version; the policy problem being discussed is easy 
to imagine at a personal level and could benefit from the emotional response that characters 
experiencing or participating in the situation would evoke. The summary on Gun Policy,3 on the other 
hand, might benefit less given that it already makes use of interactive visuals and graphs to help 
visualize the scale of quantitative information and is about a topic that generally already evokes an 
emotional response in readers. Comics might be useful to contextualize specific findings from Gun 

 
 
2 Accessible here (as of September 2022): https://www.rand.org/research/projects/truth-decay/about-truth-decay.html 
3 Accessible here (as of September 2022): https://www.rand.org/research/gun-policy.html 

https://www.rand.org/research/projects/truth-decay/about-truth-decay.html
https://www.rand.org/research/gun-policy.html
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Policy but would likely not add much value to the existing overview. Numbers and trends can benefit 
from visualization in a communication, although this purpose could be equally served by charts and 
graphs and don’t necessarily need to be done through a comic format. The comic format appears to 
add the most value when there is potential to contextualize the content with individual characters. 
 
Policy reports by nature are about people, and so in general most reports will have aspects that could 
reasonably benefit from being turned into a comic, even if it is just explaining the policy problem 
and how it might affect an individual or groups of individuals. The emotional investment 
participants mentioned they had with individual characters in comics suggested writing stories about 
individuals might be more effective than illustrating what happens at a macro-level. So for example, 
the RAND report The Return of a Great Power War,4 which addresses questions at the military level, 
could certainly be turned into a comic visualizing army-level outcomes but might benefit more if the 
comic could follow individual military members and how they would be affected by outcomes. And 
a policy report that is concerned with societal-level characteristics and outcomes, such as the RAND 
report The Societal Foundations of National Competitiveness5 can certainly be turned into a comic but may 
not benefit much since the contents are so abstract. 
 
When considering making a policy comic, you should also consider the context: who’s your audience 
and what is the tone of the message? Many people suggested comics had broader appeal, especially 
with children, and given that comics were generally liked better this may have some merit. However, 
multiple participants mentioned being unfamiliar with comics and confused by certain panels, 
suggesting that comics may not be appropriate for all audiences. And since comics seem informal, 
they may not be appropriate for more serious topics; one participant mentioned being almost put off 
by having cartoon illustrations for such a serious topic. Visual and illustration style could mitigate 
some of this mismatch, but instead of choosing comics simply because you want more engagement 
you should consider what style and method of communication is most appropriate for your message 
and your target audience. 
 
Having visuals can backfire and put people off a communication if readers don’t like the style or 
can’t identify with the characters. For the Black Veterans topic, the comic format was rated as 
slightly less relevant to people than the prose version; it’s possible having illustrations of Black 
veterans made people feel it was less relevant to them if they weren’t Black veterans or knew any 
Black veterans personally. One participant said the characters in the Algorithmic Fairness comic 
didn’t create much connection because they were too abstract and didn’t look like anyone they 
knew. At a more basic level, one participant mentioned just not liking the color scheme and another 
said the visuals were distracting. It’s impossible to create a visual style that appeals to all tastes, so 
these kinds of reactions may be unavoidable, but one way to work through these problems is to test 
your communication on members of the target audience while you’re creating it and before you 
finalize it to make sure there aren’t issues that consistently bother your target population. 
 
And while many people find comics easier to read, accessibility issues might be exacerbated by the 
comics format; visuals are also unlikely to be the best way to communicate to people who have 
visual impairment. High-contrasting colors or large text (which would be easier to incorporate when 

 
 
4 Accessible here (as of September 2022): https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA830-1.html 
5 Accessible here (as of September 2022): https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA499-1.html 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA830-1.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA499-1.html
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text is kept to small chunks) may suffice for those with mild visual impairment, but others might 
find a comic less informational than a text-only report than can read with a screen-reader. There are 
ways to mitigate some of these issues, such as converting your comic to an audio-only format to 
create something like a radio drama or including built-in scene and picture descriptions that can be 
read with screen-readers in digital comics. But ultimately, the visual advantages of comics will not 
benefit those who are unable to see them and communicators should consider the tradeoffs of 
increased accessibility for some but lowered accessibility for others when considering a comic. If you 
know your target audience will include visually impaired individuals, they should be asked directly 
what works and doesn’t work for them. Future research in policy communication might even focus 
on accessibility issues for members of the population that are often ignored or forgotten in research 
on “the general public.”  
 
From a practical perspective, comics can be extremely time consuming to create and require a 
different and specialized skillset compared to writing text. Policy researchers and communicators 
may not have access to someone who can create comics, and even if they do it may be difficult to 
accommodate comics in their budget or timeline. If it’s impractical to create comics for your 
communication, you might instead incorporate elements of comics into text without having to 
commit to the whole format: visuals that aid understanding, shorter and more informal pieces of 
text, and a story or narrative that engages the reader.  
 
And even if you are not able to create a whole comic, simply going through the process of 
streamlining the key concepts and narrative and how you might try to communicate the information 
in a comic can be a helpful exercise in communicating more effectively. Limiting the scope of the 
communication can be a natural consequence of creating a comic; research reports often have 
multiple research questions and a single comic may only be able to address one without becoming 
too long. 
 
Despite negative comments and impracticalities, comics were still greatly preferred by participants 
over text and generally increased ratings of things people consider good about a communication 
such as accessibility, interest, and quality. Are policy comics just exciting to people because they’re 
new and unusual? If all policy communications were done in comic form, would we still find them 
more interesting than text? Creating visual art and sharing stories are things humans have done for 
thousands of years, so I suspect there’s some value in the comics form that goes beyond novelty. 
But even if comics only rely on novelty to generate interest and excitement, they’re still novel now, 
and people who are creating policy communications now can certainly benefit from using comics 
and the lessons learned from policy comics. 
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7.  Conclusion  
Policy communication is often an afterthought when conducting policy research, but is probably one 
of the most important stages in the process — if the research is conducted and isn’t communicated 
to anyone, for what end was the research even conducted? And in public policy it is even more 
important that research should be accessible to everyone, since everyone is affected by policy. In 
undertaking this project I tried to shed a little light on what policy communicators could and should 
be doing to improve communication. 
 
Where are people getting their information on public policy? People are overwhelmingly online now, 
and get most of their policy information from national news organizations in a variety of formats — 
articles, videos, and podcasts. Even those who “don’t care about policy or politics” still encounter 
policy communications in their daily life. And when people see something that looks interesting or 
that they might learn something new from, that’s when people will interact with it. But that initial 
interaction is just one step in determining whether a policy communication is a success.  
 
So what is success? What do people want from policy communications? People want things to be 
easy to access and easy to read, they want to be engaged, they want to learn things, and they want 
high-quality content. And by high-quality content, they mean something easy to read, engaging, and 
free of errors. People don’t want things that are too difficult to understand. People also say they 
don’t like bias or clickbait, but it’s not clear that this expressed desire is reflected in their behavior — 
people seem more likely to engage with biased communications and discuss them with others, and 
bias didn’t come up when people spoke about quality, suggesting people felt something could be 
high-quality even with bias.  
 
Bias itself warrants some further investigation, especially in today’s polarized world. Many people I 
spoke to mentioned “the other side;” bias is clearly on people’s minds. But it’s not clear that striving 
for pure objectivity is a good thing, or even possible. It would be useful to know more specifically 
what the boundaries for “bias” are: at what point do people decide something is not “interesting,” 
but “biased?” At what point do people go from clicking on something biased to not engaging with 
it? Do evaluations of bias change depending on the situation or content? This information would 
certainly help all communicators, not just those making policy communications.  
 
For policy communicators, the question of success should perhaps be framed not in terms of what 
people want, but instead in terms of what kind of behavior they want to encourage in their audience. 
I put together some general “How to” recommendations for different behaviors communicators 
might want to encourage, but this is just meant to be a starting point, not a conclusion. It’s more 
important that communicators start thinking more specifically about what they want a 
communication to do, and what the best way to accomplish that for their target audience would be.  
 
Communication can’t be a one-size-fits-all proposition: sometimes the right size is the 250-page 
report, and sometimes it’s a comic book. Since people want to see interesting and new things, it 
might be that communicators will be more successful if they are constantly innovating and trying 
new things; even if something is not well-received, it certainly generates interest and something to 
talk about. And since visuals, particularly those that add characters and context to the content, are 
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underutilized in policy communications, they’re still new and exciting to readers and have a lot of 
potential to increase engagement and interest. 
 
Policy communication, being an afterthought, is hardly thought of as its own field and area of 
expertise, but perhaps it should be. Communication is difficult enough already when it’s not about 
policy, so why shouldn’t we invest more time and effort in understanding how to communicate 
policy and policy research? Everyone, from the researchers who generate policy research, to 
policymakers who enact policy, to the general public who are governed by policies, would benefit 
from having more information on what policy communication should do and best practices for how 
to do it.  
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Appendix A: RQ 1 Interview Materials 
Fact Sheet/Informed Consent Form 
Project Title: Comics as Policy Communication 
Project Lead: Karen Lee 

What is the purpose of this study? 
This study is part of a graduate dissertation that is self-funded and supported by the Pardee 
RAND Graduate school. The goal of this study is to understand how people interact with policy 
communication and how comic reports compare to the traditional research report. The expected 
product is a graduate dissertation report that will provide tangible guidance to researchers on 
how to make policy communications more accessible to the general public. 

Why are you asking me to participate? 
I selected you because I think you will be able to contribute valuable information and a unique 
perspective. I am only asking about 15 Individuals to be interviewed so your participation is 
important. You are free to decline to be interviewed and no one outside the project will know 
this. 

What will you be asking me? 
The main topics I will cover are:  

• Where you encounter policy research 
• How you interact with policy research 
• What you like and don’t like about the policy research you encounter 

 
You are free to decline to answer any question and to provide the level of detail you feel is 
appropriate. We are asking to audio record interviews and will be preparing transcripts/notes 
from the interviews and destroying audio recordings as soon as they are verified, usually within 
about two weeks after the interview. You are free to decline to be recorded if you prefer. 

How will my information be used? 
I will be reporting themes and variation in responses across the interviews. I may include some 
direct quotes but will not be attributing them to anyone by name or position in a way that would 
directly identify you.  

Are there any risks of participation? 
As with any important topic there might be risks if your specific comments were made known 
publicly, however, I will keep the information you provide confidential and will not release it 
without your permission. I am following procedures to ensure that there will not be any 
inadvertent release of information including: 

• Personally identifying information such as your name and contact info will not be 
attached to the transcriptions or included in the report. 

• Recordings will be deleted after they are transcribed. 
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Are there any specific benefits to participation? 
You will be contributing to a better understanding of policy communication and we will be 
sending you a copy of the final report when it is released. You will also be compensated with 
$20 cash for participating. 

Who do I contact if I have questions or I need to reschedule? 
Karen Lee 
karenlee@prgs.edu 
310-393-0411 x7682 

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant or need to report a research-
related injury or concern, you can contact RAND's Human Subjects Protection Committee toll-
free at (866) 697-5620 or by emailing hspcinfo@rand.org. When you contact the Committee, 
please reference Study #2021-N0116. 

  

mailto:karenlee@prgs.edu
mailto:hspcinfo@rand.org
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Interview Protocol 
1. Informed consent: info sheet, recording audio for the purpose of transcribing, 

everything will be anonymous, participation is voluntary, can refuse to answer any 
questions, reminder that there will be compensation, but we’ll get to that at the end. Is 
that okay? 

2. Intro overview of research goals: Why is Karen here? “My project is about…” (1 or 2 
sentences.)  

3. Ask them to define policy: 
a. Policy is a tricky term because it can mean so many different things to people. As 

a means of getting started, what does it mean to you? What comes to mind when 
you hear that term? 

b. How do you see policy? Can you give me some examples? Here's what I'm 
hearing you think policy is… 

4. Define policy and policy communication: any communication about public policy. 
Examples: 

a. A news report about government response to COVID-19 would be considered a 
policy communication, but an article about partisan politics would not be a policy 
communication 

b. Examples not using the word “policy” 
5. Questions:  

 
Topic Questions 

Places people encounter policy 
research 

• How do you find out about policies? 
• Where do you get your policy communication? 
• What kind of formats do you find policy 

communication in?  

Ways people interact with policy 
research 

• Pick one, once you find it, tell me about what 
you do when you find it? 

• When do you consume it? 
• Once you've read it, put it in your head, now 

what? (Share, put it in your head, etc) 
• Why? 

Factors that affect how people 
interact with policy research 

• What makes you decide to consume a particular 
communication? 

Aspects of policy communication 
that need improvement 

• What do you dislike about the communications 
you encounter? 

• What do you think is done poorly in policy 
communications? 

Aspects of policy communication 
that are done well 

• What do you like about the communications you 
encounter? 
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• What do you think is done well in policy 
communications? 

 
6. Demographic Questions: 

a. Age 
b. Gender 
c. Race 
d. Educational level 
e. Political beliefs 

7. Recruitment: “Do you know anyone else who would be interested in participating? I’m 
looking for someone you think is different to you.”  

8. Payment: Venmo, PayPal, etc. 
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Appendix B: Policy Communications 
Algorithmic Fairness Text 

Fairness in Criminal Justice Risk Assessments: The State of the Art  

Abstract 
Objectives: Discussions of fairness in criminal justice risk assessments typically lack conceptual 
precision. Rhetoric too often substitutes for careful analysis. In this article, we seek to clarify 
the trade-offs between different kinds of fairness and between fairness and accuracy. 
Methods: We draw on the existing literatures in criminology, computer science, and statistics 
to provide an integrated examination of fairness and accuracy in criminal justice risk 
assessments. We also provide an empirical illustration using data from arraignments. Results: 
We show that there are at least six kinds of fairness, some of which are incompatible with one 
another and with accuracy. Conclusions: Except in trivial cases, it is impossible to maximize 
accuracy and fairness at the same time and impossible simultaneously to satisfy all kinds of 
fairness. In practice, a major complication is different base rates across different legally 
protected groups. There is a need to consider challenging trade-offs. These lessons apply to 
applications well beyond criminology where assessments of risk can be used by decision 
makers. Examples include mortgage lending, employment, college admissions, child welfare, 
and medical diagnoses.  

This abstract is taken from Berk et al.’s 2011 paper Fairness in Criminal Justice Risk Assessments: The State of the 
Art. The full paper can be read here: https://doi.org/10.1177/0049124118782533.  

  

https://doi.org/10.1177/0049124118782533
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Algorithmic Fairness Comic 

 

Squaring the Circle of 
Fairness & Accuracy

A Story about Algorithmic Fairness

by Karen Lee
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So what’re you in for?

OMG!

Me too! Let’s 

go.

I'll decide if you get bail... ...with our recidivism* algorithm!

*Recidivism: a person's rearrest, reconviction, or return 

   to prison following their release

CRIME: Theft

AGE:  25

MORE INPUTS

ALGORITHM
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Okay. Bail's 

set at $100. 

Next!

No bail 

for you!

CRIME: Theft

AGE:  25

MORE INPUTS

CALCULATING... RISK:

RISK:

LOW

HIGH
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SOME TIME AGO...

PROGRAMMING 

DEPARTMENT

So why did Circle get treated differently from square?

So I'm coding an algorithm to predict 

whether people who commit crimes will 

reoffend based on inputs like prior convictions, 

drug and alcohol use, education, 

and employment.

But even though I'm not using 

Shape as an input, I'm getting different 

error rates for circles and squares! 

It's unfair!

How's it unfair?

Well, we really overestimate the number of 

squares that won't reoffend compared to the 

circles. And we overestimate the number of circles 

that will reoffend compared to the squares.

INPUTS

HIGH RISK TO REOFFEND

LOW RISK TO REOFFEND

ALGORITHM
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Oh, that does sound unfair. Maybe we 

should try to make sure the same proportion 

of circles and squares are predicted 

to reoffend?

The problem is the data shows 

circles and squares have different 

rates of recidivism.

So if I try to use the same 

proportions for both groups, I get 

really different error rates for 

squares and circles! 

Is it fair if we're much 

more accurate for one 

group than another?

That doesn't sound 

fair either.

Exactly! It turns out there's 

at least 6 different kinds of fairness, 

and you can't have all of them 

at once. 

And I can't optimize 

for both fairness and 

accuracy!

So what're you going 

to do?

I don't know...
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I really don't think I should be 

making these decisions for society...

No Kidding.

BACK TO THE PRESENT

I'm free!

In the real world, Shape could be a protected class like...

Gender,

Race,

or Religion.

We use algorithms to help us make decisions in many areas: criminal justice, 

mortgage applications, college admissions, child welfare, and medical diagnoses.

But no algorithm can decide what is fair. 
So when we use algorithms, it's important for us to decide what we think is fair, and 

what tradeoffs we want to make between fairness and accuracy.
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END

This Comic is based on Berk et al.’s 2021 paper:

 Fairness in Criminal Justice Risk Assessments: The State of the Art.

DOI: 10.1177/0049124118782533

With Special Thanks to Richard Berk for his kind permission to use this article.
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Black Veterans Text 

Blog post: Among Black Americans, Military Service Is Associated with Better 
Quality of Life  

Since the Revolutionary War, Black Americans have served their country by joining the military, 
which for many helped provide a path to build a better life. Military life can create a sense of 
community to help military families adapt to life stressors, and military service can provide 
economic advantages, such as steady work with good pay, health care, and funding for post- 
secondary education. But we wondered whether Black veterans were actually likely to realize 
the benefits of military service once they exited active service, considering several recent 
incidents serve as reminders that Black service members and veterans are not protected from 
systemic racism in the U.S., even when they are in uniform.  

To take a closer look at lives of Black Americans after leaving the military, we analyzed several 
large datasets. To examine how military service might shape the health and well-being of Black 
Americans, we focused on two questions: How do the social, health, and economic outcomes of 
Black veterans compare to those of Black civilians? And how do the outcomes of Black veterans 
compare to those of White individuals, including veterans and civilians?  

What we found through our analysis was remarkably consistent across behavioral health, 
financial, and social well-being outcomes: Black veterans experience generally similar or better 
outcomes compared to Black civilians. We found no behavioral health differences between 
Black veterans and Black civilians, including alcohol use, anxiety, depression, and suicidality. 
And in fact, we found that Black veterans have a substantially lower likelihood of marijuana use 
disorder than Black civilians and White veterans and civilians, which we interpret as a positive 
outcome for Black veterans compared to the other groups.  

A majority of Black veterans experience improved economic stability compared to Black 
Americans who have never served, as measured by higher income, improved ability to cover 
costs of medical and dental care, higher rates of homeownership, and decreased reliance on 
food assistance programs. Black veterans are also more likely to be married, and at younger 
ages, than Black civilians, and marriage has been shown to be associated with positive 
economic and mental and physical health outcomes.  

However, physical health status indicators were more mixed, with Black veterans more likely 
than Black civilians to experience chronic pain, high impact pain, hypertension, high cholesterol, 
Type 2 diabetes, prostate cancer (but not other types of cancer), and work-related limitations 
(though the latter seems to be a veterans issue in general, since White veterans are also more 
likely to have work-related limitations compared to White civilians). Still, Black veterans were 
no more likely than Black civilians to visit a hospital or urgent care facility in the past year, and 
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they were more likely to be taking medication to treat their diabetes, hypertension, or 
cholesterol compared to Black civilians.  

We can’t say that military caused any of these outcomes—that would require a different 
analysis of data that are not currently available. But we can say that, for many Black Americans, 
military service is associated with many positive aspects compared to the life they may have 
had without ever serving.  

This may seem like a positive story about Black people who have served in the military lead a 
healthier, more financially prosperous life compared to Black people with no service 
experience, but that would ignore the reality of the lives of Black Americans. In general, Black 
Americans are worse off in health and economic well-being than their White counterparts. 
Notably, Black veterans still struggle to achieve economic equity compared to White civilians 
and veterans. This economic disparity is consistent across the ten cities where Black veterans 
are most likely to reside. So, military service is not a mechanism to achieve equity between 
Black and White Americans, but it is worth thinking about how elements of military service—
steady employment, good healthcare, training and education benefits—might be applied to 
help improve the lives of Black civilians as well.  

This blog post was written about the forthcoming RAND report: For Many Black Americans, Military Service is 
Associated with a Better Life by Piquado et al.  

You can learn more about this research and other research like it by going to www.rand.org.  

  

http://www.rand.org
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Black Veterans Comic 
Note that this comic was displayed in infinite scroll format and was not designed for pagination. 
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Intersectionality Text 

What is the concept of intersectionality? 
Rooted in a long and deep history of Black feminist writing, Indigenous feminism, third world 
feminism, and queer and postcolonial theory, intersectionality has emerged as a widely 
respected, albeit variously defined research and policy paradigm. Nevertheless, there are a 
number of central tenets that capture the unique nature of this paradigm. These are:  

• human lives cannot be reduced to single characteristics; 	
• human experiences cannot be accurately understood by prioritizing any one single 

factor or constellation of factors; 	
• social categories/locations, such as ‘race’/ethnicity, gender, class, sexuality and ability, 

are socially constructed, and dynamic 	
• social locations are inseparable and shaped by interacting and mutually constituting 

social processes and structures, which, in turn, are shaped by power and influenced by 
both time and place; and 	

• the promotion of social justice and equity are paramount. 	

Applying intersectionality to in-depth interviews 
What counts is how the researcher locates the particular sample within specific historical and 
socioeconomic circumstances, regardless of the particular character of the sample. How the 
researcher successfully manages to extrapolate the meaning and processes in the data is more 
important than whether 32 or 100 interviews were conducted or whether comparative groups 
across all three dimensions are included. 	

We suggest taking a broader view of what constitutes data. In addition to the individually 
articulated accounts that are collected when people are interviewed, we recommend 
incorporating historical information, findings from previous studies, and theoretical statements 
about social categories and processes (i.e. social theory about the sex/gender system) and the 
researcher's tacit knowledge. We propose conceptualizing data to include both the empirically 
collected interview accounts AND other sources of information. This will allow for an emergent 
theory that brings social structure and context more seriously into the final analysis. 	

Applying intersectionality to regression analysis 
In adapting intersectionality for quantitative research, the works of Hancock and McCall are 
particularly influential. Hancock differentiates an intersectional approach from an “additive” 
approach that considers effects of social identities singly and assumes that effects at an 
intersection of identities can be understood as a sum of their parts. In contrast, intersectionality 
posits that experiences at an intersection are co-constituted and must be considered jointly. 	

Bowleg and Bauer argue that main effects models violate intersectionality’s core premise that 
multiple social positions shape experience jointly, rather than independently. Regression 
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models with interaction terms between two or more social positions allow effects of social 
position to vary across intersections, and are commonly used. 	

Applying intersectionality to policy research 
Developed over the course of two years in consultation with key stakeholders and drawing on 
best and promising practices of other equity-informed approaches, this participatory and 
iterative IBPA Framework provides guidance and direction for researchers, civil society, public 
health professionals and policy actors seeking to address the challenges of health inequities 
across diverse populations  

The IBPA Framework has two core components: a set of guiding principles and a list of 12 over- 
arching questions to help shape the analysis. The guiding principles are intended to ground the 
12 key questions, including their supporting sub-questions, in order to ensure that each is asked 
and answered in a way that is consistent with an intersectionality-informed analysis. Put 
succinctly, the principles are designed to be used in concert with the questions.  

This text is taken from the following papers:  
• Havinsky et al (2014). An intersectionality-based policy analysis framework: critical reflections on a 	

methodology for advancing equity 	
• Cuadraz & Uttal (1999). Intersectionality And In-depth Interviews: Methodological Strategies For Analyzing 	

Race, Class, And Gender 	
• Bauer et al (2021). Intersectionality in quantitative research: A systematic review of its emergence and 	

applications of theory and methods 	
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Intersectionality Comic 

 

INTERSECTIONALITY
What is it?

And how do I use it?

A comic by Karen Lee
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Hmm... 
what club should 

I join?

WOMEN’S ACTIVISTS

BLACK ACTIVISTS
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WOMAN BLACK

For example, consider Black women.

They're women and they're Black, but there's no place 
that focuses on the challenges they specifically face.

When we treat categories as one-dimensional,
we can miss out on the people at the intersection 

of multiple categories.

WOMAN BLACK

SUPPORTBLACK
(MEN)

SUPPORT

(WHITE)

WOMEN
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Intersectionality, coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989, is 
a framework that highlights these intersections. 

It has a lot of different definitions, but generally contains 
the following concepts:

• a person's life can't be understood by singular categories

• these categories are context dependent and shaped by power

• we should prioritize social justice and equity

Black Black

BLACK WOMAN BLACK WOMAN
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So how do I incorporate intersectionality into my 
policy research? I'm doing a project where I need 

to do some interviews...

You don't need large sample sizes or comparison 
groups to see how social categories affect individuals. If 
you're interviewing Black women, you don't need to also 
interview White women and Black men to be able to say 

their experiences are Black women's experiences.

Your data isn't just the individual accounts but also the 
historical and social context of those individuals and all of 

the research that's been done before.

For more details, read:
 Cuadraz & Uttal (1999) Intersectionality and In-Depth Interviews: 
Methodological Strategies for Analyzing Race, Class, and Gender

PROFESSOR
CUADRAZ
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PROFESSOR
BOWLEG

Okay, but my next project's for my statistics 
class. What can I do for that project?

Don't treat social categories only as main effects 
in regression models.

You need a third interaction variable that captures 
joint effects unique to people in multiple categories.

For more details read: 
Bowleg & Bauer (2016) Invited reflection: Quantifying Intersectionality 

Bauer et al (2021) Intersectionality in quantitative research: A systematic 
review of its emergence and applications of theory and methods

EFFECTS OF 
BEING BLACK

EFFECTS OF 
BEING A WOMAN

BLACK WOMAN

EFFECTS OF 
BEING BLACK

EFFECTS OF 
BEING A WOMAN BLACK WOMAN

EFFECTS OF BEING 
A BLACK WOMAN
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PROFESSOR
HAVINSKY

For more details read: 
Havinsky et al (2014) An intersectionality-based policy analysis

framework: critical reflections on a methodology for advancing equity

Once I graduate I want to be 
making policy though. What can I do if 

I'm working with policymakers?

You can try using the
 Intersectionality-Based Policy Analysis 

Framework (IBPA). IBPA is a set of guiding principles 
and a list of key questions to  help shape analysis. 
The questions are designed to help generate the 
context of the problem and identify solutions 

that target inequities.
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JUSTICE FOR ALL

By keeping intersectionality in mind, we can work towards 
research and policy that works better for everyone!

To learn more, here's some additional reading:

Collins (1990) Black Feminist Thought

Combahee River Collective (1977) Combahee River collective 
statement

Crenshaw (1989) Demarginalizing the intersection of race and 
sex: A Black feminist critique of antidiscrimination doctrine, 
feminist theory and antiracist politics.

Crenshaw (1993) Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, 
Identity Politics, and Violence against Women of Color

• 

•
 
• 

• 
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Appendix C: RQ2 Interview Materials 
Fact Sheet/Informed Consent Form 
Project Title: Comics as Policy Communication 
Project Lead: Karen Lee 

What is the purpose of this study? 
This study is part of a graduate dissertation that is self-funded and supported by the Pardee 
RAND Graduate school. The goal of this study is to understand how people interact with policy 
communication and how comic reports compare to the traditional research report. The expected 
product is a graduate dissertation report that will provide tangible guidance to researchers on 
how to make policy communications more accessible to the general public. 

Why are you asking me to participate? 
I selected you because I think you will be able to contribute valuable information and a unique 
perspective. I am only asking about 15 Individuals to be interviewed so your participation is 
important. You are free to decline to be interviewed and no one outside the project will know 
this. 

What will you be asking me? 
You will be asked to read 3 short comics (6-7 pages each) and 3 short articles (1-2 pages each) 
about policy research. Afterwards, I will ask you a series of questions about what you read. 
 
The main topics I will cover are:  

• How you felt about the comics you read 
• What you felt about the articles you read 
• How the comic and the articles differ 

 
You are free to decline to answer any question and to provide the level of detail you feel is 
appropriate. We are asking to audio record interviews and will be preparing transcripts/notes 
from the interviews and destroying audio recordings as soon as they are verified, usually within 
about two weeks after the interview. You are free to decline to be recorded if you prefer. 

How will my information be used? 
I will be reporting themes and variation in responses across the interviews. I may include some 
direct quotes but will not be attributing them to anyone by name or position in a way that would 
directly identify you.  

Are there any risks of participation? 
As with any important topic there might be risks if your specific comments were made known 
publicly, however, I will keep the information you provide confidential and will not release it 
without your permission. I am following procedures to ensure that there will not be any 
inadvertent release of information including: 

• Personally identifying information such as your name and contact info will not be 
attached to the transcriptions or included in the report. 

• Recordings will be deleted after they are transcribed. 
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Are there any specific benefits to participation? 
You will be contributing to a better understanding of policy communication and we will be 
sending you a copy of the final report when it is released. You will also be compensated with 
$20 cash for participating. 

Who do I contact if I have questions or I need to reschedule? 
Karen Lee 
karenlee@prgs.edu 
310-393-0411 x7682 

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant or need to report a research-
related injury or concern, you can contact RAND's Human Subjects Protection Committee toll-
free at (866) 697-5620 or by emailing hspcinfo@rand.org. When you contact the Committee, 
please reference Study #2021-N0116. 

  

mailto:karenlee@prgs.edu
mailto:hspcinfo@rand.org
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Interview Protocol 
Thanks for agreeing to participate, I really appreciate you taking the time out to do with for me. 
 

1. Informed Consent: Did you get a change to look at the info sheet? recording audio for 
the purpose of transcribing, everything will be anonymous, participation is voluntary, can 
refuse to answer any questions, reminder that there will be compensation, but will get to 
that at the end. Is that okay? 

2. About the project. My project is about improving policy communication by looking at 
how people interact with policy communication and things we might try to improve it. 

 
Context speech 
Open-ended Q 
 
General Overview 

1. [Comic/Text A] 
2. Questions  
3. [Comic/Text A] 
4. Questions 
5. Comparison Questions 
6. Repeat (alternating comic/text first) for each pairing 

 
Questions 
I’m going to show you a bunch of short pieces on policy research. They’ll be in pairs, two 
versions of the same thing, one’ll be a text version and one will be a comic version. Sometimes 
I’ll show you the text version first, sometimes the comic version first. After each one I’ll ask a 
series of questions, then I’ll show you the next one and ask you the same questions. Then I’ll 
ask some questions about how the text and its corresponding comic compare to each other. 
 
3 topics: which do you want to read first? 
 
Interest [So when I talked to be people about why they’d read stuff, one thing that came 

up a lot was whether they were interested in it (the topic, the headline, etc). So 
the first couple of questions is just about your general interest in the piece. 
 
The questions are on a scale of 1 to 10, 1 being least likely, 10 being most 
likely…] 
 

• [On a scale of 1-10], if you saw this, how likely would you be to read on 
it (like if you saw a physical copy of it, would you pick it up, if you saw a 
link, would you click)? 

• [1-10] How interesting was it? 
• [1-10] How relevant was it to you?  
• [1-10] If I wasn’t sitting here, how likely would you be to finish it?  

Accessibility [Another thing that came up a lot was whether something was readable, so the 
next couple of questions will be about accessibility.] 
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• [1-10] How easy was it to read?  
• [1-10] How well do you think you understood it?  
• [1-10] How much did you learn? 

o  What did you learn? 

Bias [We often form our opinions on things based on our prior beliefs on a topic, so 
the next couple of questions will be about that] 
 
 

• [1-10] How similar was the content in the piece to what you already 
know about this topic? 

• [1-10] How likely is it to affect your opinion on this topic? 
• [1-10] How biased do you think it was? 

o (What do you consider bias?) 

Quality [So another thing people said they judge their news on is quality, quality can 
have a lot of dimensions, but if you were to judge it…] 
 
 

• [1-10] How would you rate the quality of the content? 
o Why/what kinds of things were you thinking of when you think of 

quality? 
• [1-10] How trustworthy do you find the information?  

 
Interaction [We’ve mostly talked about how you felt about the piece, and now I’ll ask about 

what kinds of things you’re going to do now that you’ve read it] 
 
 

• [1-10] How likely are you to share or discuss with others? 
o Who would you share this with? 
o How would you share it? (platform) 

Investigation • [1-10] How likely are you to investigate further? 

Action • [1-10] How likely are you to do anything with this information? 
o What would you do? 

 
 

• What do you think is done well?  
• What do you think is done poorly/needs improvement?  

 
Other things that came up but idk what to ask about  

• See other views 
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Comparison Questions 
[So now that you’ve read both of them, i’m going to ask a couple questions about how they 
compare to each other.] 
 
 

• Overall, which one did you like better? 
• If you had to rate them [on a scale of 1-10], overall what would you rate the comic? 
• [1-10] What would you rate the text? 
• Why? 

 
• How do these compare? 

o [Look at areas where the ratings differed a lot] I noticed you rated them differently 
in –– area, X for this and Y for that, tell me about that? Why? 

 
• What do you think the comics does better? 
• What do you think the prose does better? 
• Anything you think I should’ve asked and I didn’t? 

o what person got out of comic/text 
 
 


