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Engaging the public in ecology faces both great prospects and large obstacles. Visitorship in natural his-
tory museums is high (Farrell and Medvedeva 2010), and citizen scientists participate in projects in record 
numbers (Mueller et al. 2012). Science policy- shapers support the promotion of outreach in ecology and 
other sciences to generate better decision- making by the public (Scoones et al. 2005). In 2013, the National 
Science Board strengthened the National Science Foundation’s (NSF’s) Broader Impacts criterion, placing 
strong emphasis on the importance of scientists relating the values of their research to the public.

Despite these gains, American adults and children have low rates of ecological literacy; few pos-
sess the knowledge and competencies needed to address complex and urgent environmental issues in 
the cohesive ways that will enable them to shape a sustainable society (Orr 1991, Capra 1995). Often, 
 ecology fails to become integrated into the daily lives of those who are not professionally engaged with 
it (Bubela et al. 2009).

Professional ecologists have a “social contract” to enable citizens to make informed and knowledge- 
based choices about the natural world by providing scientifically sound content in ways that are accessi-
ble to them (Lubchenco 1998, Campaign for Environmental Literacy, 2007). There is value in contrib-
uting to public engagement at environmental educational institutions such as zoos, botanical gardens, 
and natural history museums, venues that tend to be visited by people who already appreciate nature and 
understand ecological principles. Most segments of the public, however, rarely seek environmental edu-
cation experiences in informal science education institutions because they perceive them as  irrelevant 
to their lives, are intimidated by the way information is presented, or have physical or legal barriers to 
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attending (NSF 2012). Identifying arenas in which ecological values intersect or overlap with the val-
ues of these “non- traditional” public groups, and creating opportunities for these groups to encounter 
ecology and ecologists in their own “authentic” venues, is one key to increasing ecological awareness 
and literacy. Such informal settings also may be especially effective in reaching individuals from under- 
represented groups (National Research Council 2009). Here, we describe an example—an event that 
exemplifies how ecologists might connect the values of ecological research with the values of a seem-
ingly disconnected segment of society, the world of fashion.

Case Study: Ecology on the Runway

A fundamental principle to successful public engagement of non- traditional public audiences is that 
scientists must place ecological values of nature in the context of the values, practices, and venues of 
other parts of society, including those with which scientists may not be familiar. One such world is the 
fashion industry (Nadkarni 2004).

Fashion is pervasive in our society, constituting a $970 billion enterprise that includes design, man-
ufacture, distribution, and marketing. The pervasiveness and societal value of fashion is not just about 
pretty colors and consumerism; it is also about identity of self and group. Since the evolution of clothing 
100,000 years ago, humans have used garments not only for protection from the environment, but to reflect 
who they are; the choice of clothing addresses the most basic and powerful human question: “Who am I?” 
Thus, the fashion industry is a tool for the creation of identity, self- expression, and social behavior (Cum-
ming 2008). Sports teams and corporations have used fashion to brand their products. But surprisingly, the 
fashion arena has rarely been used as a method to disseminate science content or the scientific enterprise.

On 8 August 2016, in a special session of the annual meeting of the Ecological Society of America 
in Ft. Lauderdale, Florida, we brought fashion and science together to create an “Eco- fashion Show” 
to illustrate the hallmarks of scientific public outreach: creativity and collaboration. Our goals were to 
(1) provide an example of how ecologists can incorporate ecology and an appreciation of nature into 
the activities, customs, and culture of a very different segment of society, and (2) stimulate and inspire 
ecologists to conceptualize how they might integrate their own ecological research into engagement 
with non- traditional public audiences.

One year prior to the event, we engaged two fashion specialists to advise us and to create custom 
clothing for the participating ecologists. A costume designer and associate professor at the University 
of Utah’s Theater Department, Brenda van der Weil, designed the fabric and garments. She enlisted 
a professional tailor, Eugene Tachinni, to sew the custom clothing. We provided information on and 
images of each participant who would be modeling the clothes, including their area research, their study 
organism or landscape, and their personalities. The fashion consultants also obtained more information 
about each ecologist through the Internet.

The selection of the participants (“eco- models”) was critical to create a sense that this event was of signif-
icance to those in academic ecology. We selected ecologists whose positions and backgrounds signaled their 
high stature in the academic world. They included the president and past presidents of the ESA, ESA fellows, 
early- career fellows, and National Science Foundation program officers in the areas of ecology, ecosystems, 
and international studies. Senior and junior ecologists, men and women, and those from a  variety of ethnic 
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backgrounds were included. Their participation and stature conveyed the message that public outreach is a 
core effort for all scientists. Each participant agreed to provide information about their research, preferences 
for the type of garment they wished to wear, body dimensions or sample garments, photographs for media 
material, and availability to rehearse at the meeting where the Eco- fashion Show took place.

The event was presented on the first full day of the annual meeting in a space that seated 400. A 
“runway” was marked that allowed each model to wind through the audience. Duplicate garments were 
displayed on easels around the room’s perimeter so that audience members could examine the gar-
ments at close range. Audience members received a booklet detailing the stories behind each ecologist 
and each garment (http://nalininadkarni.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/15-1135-Ecology-Fashion-
Show_v2.pdf). As we recounted the models’ research accomplishments, hundreds of ecologists watched 
their colleagues present their skirts, jackets, dresses and even a hoodie, adorned with repeating patterns 
of leaves, oysters, penguins, and other images that represented each model’s study site or organism.

As masters of ceremony, we provided a context for the program and the models. Each model “walked 
the runway” for approximately 2 minutes, during which we described his or her field of research, the 
organism or environment to which they’d devoted their career, and the features of their garment. A 
 volunteer deejay had selected sound tracks to accompany each model’s walk, following the custom of 
“real” fashion shows, and a photographer took flash photographs, giving a sense of glamor. Prior to the 

Photo 1. Array of fashion garments on display at the Eco- fashion Show. Photo credit: Nash Turley.

http://nalininadkarni.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/15-1135-Ecology-Fashion-Show_v2.pdf
http://nalininadkarni.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/15-1135-Ecology-Fashion-Show_v2.pdf
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show, the organizers “rehearsed” the runway route and offered advice about deportment, as none of the 
ecologists were familiar with fashion protocols. Unlike a “real” fashion show, models were encouraged 
to smile and engage the audience to foster a sense of connection with audience members. After all mod-
els had walked, all of the models participated in a final group walk to much applause.

Van der Wiel and Tachinni spoke as well, describing their experiences learning about ecology and 
designing the garments featured in the show. Van der Weil was initially skeptical that scientists would be 

Photo 2. Dr. Charlie Nilon, Missouri University, modeling his urban ecology “hoodie.” Photo credit: Nash Turley.
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interested in fashion, but discovered a close link between art and science. “l had never heard of diatoms 
or tapirs before,” she said, but as she worked on the project, she “understood that real scientists studied 
these things, and that it wasn’t so odd to her that they studied them because they were really beautiful 
and they invoke a sense of wonder.” Tachinni stated, “No wonder they’re curious about them. I felt 
‘stitched’ now to the ecologists and their science; all of us feel stitched together.”

Photo 3. Eugene Tachinni, University of Utah, fashion consultant, describing his experiences with ecologists  
at the Eco- fashion Show. Photo credit: Nash Turley.



108  Bulletin of the Ecological Society of America, 98(2)

Contributions

Following the runway walk, we asked audience members to reflect upon their own research and to 
conceptualize one or more non- traditional public audiences whom they might engage in the future. We 
invited them to convey their ideas through the social media links we provided, or by writing their ideas 
on cards we provided, which were collected after the event.

The response to this event was extremely positive. More than 70 tweets, Facebook notes, and cards 
were returned. Numerous positive informal comments were communicated to the organizers and the 
eco- models, including calls to repeat the event in subsequent years, perhaps featuring different biomes as 
themes. Several natural history museums extended invitations to create a “traveling eco- fashion exhibit.”

Discussion

Ecologists and other scientists have been exhorted to help shrink the growing distance between 
science and society (Lubchenco 1998, NSF 2013); they can be highly effective because they have deep 
knowledge of scientific content and a contagious passion for their research. However, scientists often 
lack the tools, training, contacts, or resources to engage such broad audiences in ways that are congru-
ent with their own career goals (Leshner 2007). In addition, many ecologists understand that even if 
they embrace the concept of sharing their research with the public, they rarely view it as a high priority 
and perceive few or no direct rewards to themselves (Chodos 2007). This attitude is generally rein-
forced at R1 institutions, which tend to place public engagement below research and teaching priorities 
(Poliakoff and Webb 2007), and where publications are the currency of success (Fischer et al. 2012).

We note, however, that direct benefits can accrue to scientists who engage with non- traditional public 
audiences. These include the following: (1) acquiring new insights and questions; (2) obtaining data (e.g., 
through citizen science projects); (3) fulfilling Broader Impacts criteria for NSF proposals; (4) opening 
doors to novel funding sources; (5) attracting media attention through unusual partnerships; and (6) 
inspiring conservation actions (Hopkin 2007, Nelson et al. 2010 Chapin et al. 2011, Smith et al. 2013).

A growing number of universities have created centers or designated staff to aggregate and amplify 
such efforts (e.g., University of Wisconsin Madison; Stanford University; Vanderbilt University). Other 
programs that explore and document scientist- driven public engagement are as follows: (1) the NSF- 
supported “STEM Ambassador Program,” which guides academic researchers to disseminate their 
discoveries to underserved public audiences (http://www.stem-ambassadors.org/); (2) COMPASS, a 
boundary organization that coaches scientists to be effective communicators and actively brokers con-
nections to relevant audiences at relevant times (Baron 2010); (3) Aldo Leopold Leadership Program, 
which provides researchers with the skills to translate their knowledge to action by catalyzing change to 
address sustainability challenges; (4) the National Network to enhance institutional capacity for broader 
impacts (http://broaderimpacts.net/); and (5) the Center for Public Engagement of the American Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) (http://www.aaas.org/program/center-public-engage-
ment-science-technology).
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