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A message is a communication to an audience that has a goal. For example, a message to a 
friend suggesting you meet for lunch aims to get them to join you. For a simple, informal 
message like that, you don’t usually think much about the message structure. 

However, when the message is to people we don’t know well or about something that matters to 
them or to us, it is important to think more about how the message is structured and whether the 
structure makes sense for that audience and is likely to achieve your goal. You can think of it as 
a set of parts that need to fit together to achieve the outcome you want. To create that fit, it is 
useful to think of the message in terms of six key elements: 

1. A “Problem” or “Situation” that the message is about: this is the “what” of the 
message. As noted above, you might want someone to join you for lunch, or it could be 
something more complicated, such as accidentally hitting a baseball through a window 
or arsenic being present in many wells in your community. 

2. The “Audience” is who you are talking to, who will read your email, see your video, and 
so on. 

3. The “Goal” is what you hope will happen when the audience receives your message. For 
example, they join you for lunch, or the window gets fixed without angry words, or they 
test their water for arsenic. 

4. The “Solution” is your suggestion for achieving the goal. For example, a date, time, and 
place for lunch, or your plan to pay for the new window, or information about water 
testing. 

5. The “So What” is why the Goal is important, such as that you have not seen each other 
for a while, or you want to keep a good relationship with the window’s owner, or that 
drinking water with arsenic can lead to sickness or death. Sometimes it helps to think of 
the So What as what is bad about not reaching the Goal. For example, not catching up 
on the latest news with your friend, hard feelings about the broken window, or people 
getting sick or dying from arsenic exposure.  

6. The “Benefit” describes the good outcomes for your audience if they agree to your 
solution and goal.  

 
1 The concept of the “Message Box” as a tool to assist in science communication was created by 
Compass Science Communication, Inc., a non-profit organization committed to supporting science 
communicators. 

https://www.compassscicomm.org/leadership-development/the-message-box/
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The Message Box 
When you are developing a message that you want to communicate through a letter, essay, 
video, or by some other means, you may often end up with pages of notes about the Problem, 
the Audience, the Solution, the So What, and other key parts of the message you want to 
communicate.  

It is essential that you “boil down” those notes to a few sentences or a paragraph that captures 
the most important characteristics of your Audience, the parts of the So What that are most 
meaningful for that Audience, the key ways that your Solution supports the Goal, and so on. 

In a well-made message, those boiled-down elements work together and support each other. If 
they don’t fit together, some of your Audience will likely be confused or unconvinced.  

Going through this “boiling down” and checking-for-fit process is especially important for 
messages developed by a group. The power of a group lies in bringing together different 
perspectives and ways of thinking. But to use that power, the group needs to check that all 
those perspectives and ways of thinking fit together. 

A Message Box is a simple, visual tool you can use to summarize and evaluate the fit 
between the key elements of the message that you are working on.  

Here is an example of a message where the six parts fit together well. 
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Notice that: 

● The Problem is well-defined and easy to understand. 

● The  Audience is also well-defined and not overly broad. In this case, it is important that 
they all can afford heating oil. 

● Similarly, the Goal is easy to understand. Importantly, the Goal addresses the Problem.  
There is little point in trying to persuade an Audience to pursue a goal that doesn’t fix the 
problem.  

● The Solution connects with the Problem and Goal. 

● The Solution connects with the Audience's capabilities and interests. In this case, the 
Audience is people who can afford to make donations. If you were presenting to an 
audience with no money to spare, it wouldn’t make sense to ask them to donate. They 
might be able to help in other ways, such as donating their time to help make their 
neighbor’s homes more weather-tight and easier to heat, but that would be a different 
message.  

● The So What seems likely to matter to the Audience. Remember, the So What needs to 
tell the Audience why the Goal is important, which might involve saying what could 
happen if the Goal isn’t reached.    

● The Benefits are connected to the So What, but on a more personal level.  Even if an 
Audience sees the So What as important, their response could be, “Yes. I hope 
someone takes care of that, but I don’t see why I should be involved.” The benefit 
answers that question. It needs to be something that most of the Audience cares about 
and values. 

An Example of a Message that Could Be Improved 
The Message Box on the next page shows the structure of a message where the fit between the 
six key elements could be improved.  You are probably familiar with the abbreviations used in 
the Message Box’s  “boiled-down” element summaries, but if not, here is what they mean. 

● ppb stands for “parts per billion.” It is used as a measure of the concentration of 
something in water, soil, air, or something else. In this case, it is being used to indicate 
the level of arsenic concentration in water. An arsenic concentration of 10 ppb means 
that there are 10 billionths of a liter of arsenic in each liter of water. 

● MCL stands for the “Maximum Contaminant Level,” which is the maximum allowable 
concentration of a contaminant (arsenic, in this case). The MCL is often expressed in 
ppb. 
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Spend a minute or two thinking about the structure of the message summarized in this Message 
Box to see if you can identify the problem. 

 

What Was Wrong With This Message? 
Ask yourself: 

● Could the Solution help get to the Goal? 

● Is the Solution something that the Audience can do or that they might care about? 

● Is the So What likely to matter to the Audience? 

● Is the Benefit high on the list of things that the Audience might care about? 

Which of your answers to these four questions seems less certain?  If you were going to change 
just one element in this Message Box, which one would you change? Why?  And how would 
you change it? 
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Analysis  
Stepping through the questions, we see that: 

● The Solution is well connected to the Goal.   

● The Solution is likely to be something the Audience cares about AND can do. 

● The So What is likely to matter to the Audience, especially if survey data supports it. 

● However, the Benefit is weak. Doing what New Hampshire does simply because New 
Hampshire does it is unlikely to persuade Maine legislators to do the same. 

Can you come up with benefits that are more likely to matter to Maine legislators? 
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