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non-alcoholicdrinks. Labidialso encourages
conference organizers to be mindful about
the language they use when discussing
alcohol at scientific events. For instance,
organizerscansay “Let’sallmeet at the poster
session,” instead of “Let’s all grab abeer and
meet in the poster hall,” he says.

It can be more challenging to regulate
alcoholusein other scientific environments,
suchasfieldwork or thelab, but universities,
departments and lab leaders can establish
expectations to clarify what is, and isn’t,
acceptable. “One of the most effective strat-
egiesinthe workplaceis policy,” says Roche.
A World Health Organization global status
report on alcohol and health noted that
105 countries had total or partial bans on
alcoholinthe workplacein2016.In Australia,
many organizations, including universities,
are required not only to have explicit poli-
cies around the use of alcohol and drugs in
the workplace, but also to ensure that every
employeeisinformed. Forinstance, ifRoche
wants to serve alcohol in her lab, she needs
to receive permission from the university.

“You'restillinawork setting,
soyou'reexpected tobehave
withthe samerespect.”

Even without policies, lab leaders can
set the tone by discouraging people from
pressuring others to drink or asking why
someone chooses not to drink. They can
also limit themselves to one or two drinksin
professional settings and encourage others
todothesame. “Makeitreally clear that when
you're socializing as part of a lab group that
isstill part of your work. You're stillinawork
setting, soyou're expected to behave with the
samerespectand decorum that youwouldin
your office,” says Serrato Marks.

As scientists around the world seek to
make their disciplines and workplaces more
inclusive, some hope thatalcohol culture and
policy willenter the discussion. “There seems
tobe awillingness at this time, in particular,
todosomething,” says Riches. “And that may
include reforming certain policies around
alcohol.” These changes might not even meet
much resistance. According to McConnell,
the recent Geological Society of America
meeting went well. No one mentioned the
change in alcohol policy at the conference,
and only a handful of people commented on
itafterwards.

Nikki Forrester is a science journalist based
in West Virginia.
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HOWTOTELLA
COMPELLING STORY
INSCIENTIFIC
PRESENTATIONS

State your main findingin your title,and don’t
forget to use the word ‘but’. By Bruce Kirchoff

cientific presentations are too often
boring and ineffective. Their focus
on techniques and data do not make
iteasy for the audience tounderstand
the main point of the research.
Ifyouwanttoreachbeyondthe narrowgroup
of scientists whoworkin your specificarea, you
need to tell your audience members why they
should beinterested. Three things can help you
to be engaging and convey the importance of
your research to a wide audience. I had been
teaching scientificcommunication for several
years when | was approached to write a book
about improving scientific presentations’.
These are my three most important tips.

State your main finding in your title

The best titles get straight to the point. They
tell the audience what you found, and they
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let them know what your talk will be about.
Throughout this article, I will use titles from
Naturepapers publishedin the past two years
asexamples that will stand in for presentation
titles. This is because Nature articles have a
similar goal of attempting to make disci-
pline-specific research available to a broader
audience of scientists. Take, for example:
‘Supply chain diversity buffers cities against
food shocks™

Agreattitletellsthe reader exactly what'’s
new and precisely conveys the mainresult, as
this one demonstrates. A more conventional
title would have been ‘Effect of supply chain
diversity on food shocks’, which omits the
direction of the effect — so mainly scientists
who areinterestedinyour research area will
be attracted to the talk. Others will wonder
whether the talk will be a waste of time:
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maybe there was no effect at all.

Another example of agood titleis: ‘Organic
management promotes natural pest control
through altered plant resistance to insects™

This title ensures that the audience mem-
bers know that the talk will be about the ben-
eficial effects of organic crop management
before they hear it. They also know that
organic management increases plant resist-
ance to insects. This title is much better than
one such as: ‘Effects of organic pest manage-
mentonplantinsect resistance’. Thistitle tells
the audience the general area of the talk but
does not give them the main result.

Finally, look at: ‘A highly magnetized and rap-
idly rotating white dwarf as small as the Moon™.

Good titles can just as easily be written for
descriptive work as for experimental results.
Allyou need to dois tell your audience what
you found. Be as specific as possible. Com-
pare this title with a more conventional one
forthe same work: ‘Use of the Zwicky Transient
Facility to search for short period objects
below the main white dwarfcooling sequence’.
This title might be of interest to astronomers
interested in using this facility, but is unlikely
to attract anyone beyond them.

‘But’ isgood — use it for

dramatic effect

The contradictionimplied by the word ‘but’is
one of the most powerful tools a scientist can
use’. Contradictionsintroduce problems and
provide dramatic effect, tension and areason
to keep listening.

Without such contradictions, the talk will
consist of abunch of results strung together
inaseemingly endless and mind-numbinglist.
We canthinkof this listas aseries of ‘and’ state-
ments: “We did this and this and ran this exper-
imentand found thisresultand...and...and.”

Contrast this with a structure that begins
with a few important facts, tethered by ands,
andthenintroducesthe problemtobesolved.
Finally, ‘therefore’ can introduce results or
subsequent actions. That structure would
look like this: ‘X is the current state of knowl-
edge, and we know Y. But Z problem remains.
Therefore, we carried out ABC research. The
introduction of even one contradiction wakes
up people in the audience and helps them to
focusontheresults.

A paper published earlier this year on SARS-
CoV-2and host protein synthesis provides an
excellentexample of the narrative formusing
‘and’, ‘but’” and ‘therefore’®. In the example
here, I have shortened the abstract and sim-
plified the transitions, but maintained the
authors’ original structure (see ‘Use repeated
problems and solutions to create a story’).
Although they did not use ‘but’ or ‘therefore’

intheir abstract, the existence of these terms
isclearlyimplied. | have made them explicitin
the following rendition.

“Coronaviruses have developed a variety
of mechanisms to repress host messenger

“Good titles canjust as
easily be written for

descriptive work as for
experimental results.”

RNA translation and to allow the translation
of viralmRNA and block the cellular immune
response. Butacomprehensive picture of the
effects of SARS-CoV-2 infection on cellular
geneexpressionis lacking. Therefore, we com-
bine RNA sequencing, ribosome profilingand
metaboliclabelling of newly synthesized RNA
to comprehensively define the mechanisms

thatare used by SARS-CoV-2 to shut off cellular
protein synthesis.”

Inthis example, background informationis
giveninthefirstsentence, linked by aseries of
conjunctions. Thenthe problemisintroduced
—thisisthe contradiction that comeswith ‘but’.
Thesolutionto this problemis givenin the next
sentence (and introduced by using ‘therefore’).
This structure makes the text interesting. It will
dothe same for your presentations.

Bruce Kirchoff is a botanist and storyteller at
the University of North Carolina at Greensboro
in North Carolina, USA. His new book is
Presenting Science Concisely.
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Userepeated problems and
solutions to create astory

Use the power of contradiction to maintain
audience engagement throughout your
talk. You can string together a series

of problems and solutions (buts and
therefores) to create a story that leads to
your main result. The result highlighted in
your title will help you to focus your talk so
that the solutions you present lead to this
overarching result.

Here is the general pattern:

1. Present the first part of your results.
2. Introduce a problem that remains.
3. Provide a solution to this problem by
presenting more results.

4. Introduce the next problem.

5. Present the results that address this
problem.

6 & 7. Continue this ‘problem and solution’
process through your presentation.

8. End by restating your main finding
and summarize how it arises from your
intermediate results.

The SARS-CoV-2 abstract® uses this pattern
of repeated problems (buts) and solutions
(therefores). | have modified the wording to
clarify these sections.

1. Result 1: SARS-CoV-2 infection leads

to a global reduction in translation, but
we found that viral transcripts are not
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preferentially translated.

2. Problem 1: How then does viral mMRNA
comes to dominate the mRNA pool?

3. Solution 1: Accelerated degradation of
cytosolic cellular mRNAs facilitates viral
takeover of the mRNA pool in infected cells.
4. Problem 2: How is the translation of
induced transcripts affected by SARS-CoV-2
infection?

5. Solution 2: The translation of induced
transcripts (including innate immune genes)
is impaired.

6. Problem 3: How is translation impaired?
What is the mechanism?

7. Solution 3: Impairment is probably
mediated by inhibiting the export of nuclear
mRNA from the nucleus, which prevents
newly transcribed cellular mRNA from
accessing ribosomes.

8. Final summary: Our results demonstrate a
multipronged strategy used by SARS-CoV-2
to take over the translation machinery and
suppress host defences.

Using these three basic tips, you can
create engaging presentations that will
hold the attention of your audience and
help them to remember you. For young
scientists, especially, that is the most
important thing the audience can take
away from your talk.

Nature | Vol 600 | 23/30 December 2021 | $89





