
THE (IN)CREDIBLE SHRINKING RESEARCH BLURB  
or, elevator speeches, drunks, and tweets 

 
Object: develop a SHORT, CLEAR description of what you do and why it matters. 

 
Before class: 
 
0. Write a short (somewhere between 2 paragraphs, and one page – no more) scientific 
description of your research – for other scientists, though not necessarily people in your 
exact area. It is OK to use technical terms, but make sure to define anything that’s really 
specific to your field. Do the best you can, and don’t stress too much: this text will serve 
as a first draft, not a final version.* Bring a printed copy to class. 

 
In class: to get started, pass your research blurb to the person on your right. 
 
1. Look at the research blurb your neighbor just handed to you. Now shorten it by half, 
making it suitable for a reporter or an elevator speech. Think about what content seems 
most critical, about both the science and its significance, and how to make that clear in 
half the space. 
 
Write out your shortened version on a new piece of paper, and pass it to your right.  
 
2. Look at the new, shortened research blurb your neighbor to the left just handed to you, 
and shorten that by half, making it suitable for a drunken friend. It needs to be brief, 
compelling, and still get the main message across. 
 
Write out your shortened version on a new piece of paper, and pass it to your right.  
 
3. Look at the designed-for-a-drunken-friend research description you were just handed, 
figure out the single most important point, and write a 140-character tweet – or, for those 
who don’t tweet, the one-liner you’d find under the article title in the table of contents in 
Nature that tells you why you should read the article. 
 
Now pass everything back to the original author. 
 
Check out the different versions of your research blurb: are the successive redactions (#1, 
#2, #3 above) written by other people recognizable, accurate, and engaging?  (They may 
very well NOT be accurate, which is important: this is going to be a little like a game of 
telephone, and should highlight the challenge of getting your audience to hear exactly 
what you are trying to say.) 
 
If they don’t say what you think they should say, rewrite them so they do.  
Bonus: add a single image, of the cocktail-napkin variety (does anyone use cocktail 
napkins anymore??). 
 
 


