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• Facts are often shared 
using language that lay 
people cannot understand.

(Source: Washburn & Skitka, “Science Denial Across the Political Divide,” Social Psychological and Personality Science, Sept. 2017.)

Facts alone aren’t enough

• Facts may need context to 
make them relevant.

• People tend to filter the 
facts to align with their 
existing beliefs or values.



We know the facts. What do we know about our audience?

Key questions to ask

• What is their culture 
and core values?

• What do they already 
know or believe?

• Whom do they trust?



Communicate
with clarity

The 4 C’s of effective
communication



Only 1 in 8 U.S. adults is proficient

Below Basic

Basic
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(Source: America's Health Literacy: Why We Need Accessible Health Information. An Issue Brief From the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services. 2008.)
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Low levels of health literacy



Low levels of health literacy



(Source: Jessica Ridpath, “Got plain language? 5 tips for clear, engaging writing — even in research,” Group Health 
Research Institute, posted on Medium.com, Oct. 17, 2016)

1. Communicate with clarity

Write and talk 
to the public 

using plain 
language



1. Communicate with clarity

(Source: Bascha CH, et al. “An 
assessment of the readability 
of online material related to 
fluoride,” Journal of 
Prevention & Intervention in 
the Community, 2019, 74:1.)

Can lay people 
understand the 
facts we share 

about CWF?

“. . . the average grade level for articles with 
a pro-fluoride focus was more difficult to 
read.   . . . Tests to assess the ease with which a 
text can be read also indicated that the anti-
fluoride materials were more readable.”



Despite what dentists keep telling us about the protective effects of fluoride on people's 
teeth, virulent myths insisting otherwise somehow manage to persist.
These kinds of mistaken beliefs might be false, but their consequences are very real. 
Like when, in 2007, the people of Juneau, the capital of Alaska, voted to stop putting 
fluoride in their drinking water, over concerns about what harms it might be doing to 
them.
The decision, coming after years of debate in Juneau between dentists and other 
groups, resulted in a massive, immediate change in public health policy for the city and 
borough's residents.
But while research into the benefits of water fluoridation has existed for decades – and 
suggests fluoride reduces cavities (aka caries) and associated dental disease – less is 
known about the effects of fluoride cessation.
In other words, what happens when a population suddenly stops taking fluoride in their

The other group was made up of 1,052 non-adult patients 
from families who similarly met Medicaid income 
requirements, and who made the same kind of dental 
claims almost a decade later, in 2012.

Avoid using jargon and clinical terms

1. Communicate with clarity

https://www.sciencealert.com/four-myths-about-water-fluoridation-and-why-they-re-wrong
https://www.sciencealert.com/four-myths-about-water-fluoridation-and-why-they-re-wrong
https://s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/ktoo/2018/12/2007-10-02-Regular_Election_Archive.pdf?_ga=2.142059250.1920291723.1546390629-1648918393.1546390629
https://www.juneau.org/beta_transfer/assemblyftp/minutes/2006/2006-11-20-Assembly_Minutes.pdf
https://www.ktoo.org/2017/02/22/are-more-teeth-decaying-since-fluoridation-in-juneau-ended-dentists-seem-to-think-so/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Water_fluoridation#Evidence


Communicate
with context

The 4 C’s of effective
communication



Establish what is at stake for real people

2. Communicate with context



(Sources: “Hygiene-related Diseases,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, updated Sept. 22, 2016; S.L. Jackson et al., “Impact 
of Poor Oral Health on Children's School Attendance and Performance,” American Journal of Public Health, Oct 2011, 101:10; “Oral 
Health and Well-Being in the United States,” a national survey of adults commissioned by the American Dental Association, 2015.)

• Tooth decay is the most common 
chronic disease of children

• Kids with poor dental health are 
3 times more likely to miss 
school days

• Adults with unhealthy or missing 
teeth are at a disadvantage when 
seeking jobs

2. Communicate with context



(Sources: “Water Fluoridation Basics,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, reviewed on May 14, 2019, 
accessed at https://www.cdc.gov/fluoridation/basics/index.htm.)

2. Communicate with context

Fluoride is a mineral that exists naturally in 
lakes, rivers, groundwater and the oceans.



(Source: National Public 
Radio story by Jeremy Hsieh, 
posted on January 1, 2019 
at 4:58 AM ET; story 
referred to the following 
study: J. Meyer et al, 
“Consequences of 
community water 
fluoridation cessation for 
Medicaid-eligible children 
and adolescents in Juneau, 
Alaska.” BMC Oral Health, 
2018, 18:215.)

2. Communicate with context



Analogy: “Do we need both kinds of fluoride?”

• Air bags help to 
protect passengers 
riding in a car. But 
we still need to 
wear seatbelts. 

• Toothpaste and fluoridated water also work in 
different ways to prevent cavities.  We need both
of them.



Analogy: “What about the warning on toothpaste?”
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Surveillance

Random sample

Chemical

Intervention

Health department data

A subset in which each 
member had an equal 
chance of being selected

Any substance consisting 
of matter

An evidence-based health 
practice

Government monitoring

They picked people 
without thinking carefully 
about it

A substance that is 
“artificial” and toxic

The government is taking 
on new authority 

Scientific Term Scientific/Public Health Meaning How the Public May Hear It

(Sources: These terms were drawn from or inspired by the following article: R. Somerville and S.J. Hassol, “Communicating the science of climate 
change,” Physics Today, 2011, accessible at https://doi.org/10.1063/PT.3.1296)

3. Communicate with care



3. Communicate with care

(Source: Dr. William J. 
Hardin, “Water fluoridation 
revolutionized dentistry 
with decay improvements,” 
letter to the editor, Tulsa 
World, March 2019.)

Avoid using terms 
that have a negative 
meaning to your 
audience



3. Communicate with care

“Let me share what I know 
about that study and why I 
feel confident that fluoride is 
a safe way to protect teeth.”

“I’m a parent too so I can 
imagine what you thought 
when you heard that.
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4. Communicate with collaboration

Trusted voices in a town of 13,000 residents



The 4 C’s of effective
communication

Communicate with clarity

Communicate with context

Communicate with care

Communicate with

1

2

3

4
collaboration



Matt Jacob
E: mattlivesindc@gmail.com
W: AmericanFluoridationSociety.org

Questions?
Comments?
Follow AFS on 
Facebook, on Twitter 
(@AFS_fluoride) or 
on Instagram
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