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Introduction  
This document is designed to provide a framework that will help you craft effective, targeted messages to 
specific audiences on the subject of marine protected areas (MPAs). The following messaging 
recommendations are based on a survey of state park and nonprofit interpretive staff, public opinion 
research, and media analysis. 
 
With the incredible variety of resources, organizations, and opportunities on the central coast, it is 
impossible to develop a one size fits all message.  We encourage you to localize and customize as much 
as possible.  Our goal is to equip you with the tools necessary to transform the template language used 
here into a dynamic, engaging and accessible set of messages you can use to educate the public about 
marine protected areas.  
 
Who am I address ing? Audiences  
For general messaging, your target audiences are the large groups of people with whom you interact 
through your work.  According to our internal survey of state park and nonprofit staff, major target 
audience groups include: (in order) 

¥ Locals/coastal residents 
¥ Tourists 
¥ Families 
¥ Outdoor enthusiasts 
¥ Students and teachers 
¥ Retirees 

 
How much do our audiences already know about MPAs?  
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According to our internal survey: 
¥ The majority of respondents said that families, retirees and tourists are the least knowledgeable 

about MPAs. 
¥ About half of respondents said that local residents, students and teachers and outdoor enthusiasts 

only know a little bit about MPAs. 
¥ The only group that was named as knowing Òa lotÓ about MPAs were outdoor enthusiasts. 

 
What i nformation do they need?  
The education needs of these audiences vary greatly, depending on their familiarity with MPAs and the 
MLPA process. However, when internal survey respondents were asked what barriers, competing 
priorities or preconceptions prevented MPA messaging from being heard or understood, they named these 
factors as rising to the top: 

¥ Access for recreationÑ people believe MPAs are taking away coastal access points and fishing 
spots. 

¥ RestrictionÑ people believe MPAs are an unnecessary restriction. 
¥ Lack of awareness of any problem in the ocean or conviction that there is no problem in the 

ocean. 
¥ Lack of awareness about the value that MPAs bring to the ocean ecosystem and local community. 

 
We know that support for MPAs increases when people learn that they 

¥ Are designed with guidance from scientists 
¥ Will safeguard habitats while remaining open to the public 
¥ Leave 80 percent of coastal waters open to commercial and sport fishing.  

 
For audiences who know nothing about MPAs, information on what they are, how they work and why 
theyÕre needed is also a basic messaging prerequisite.  
 
What do you want them to do?  
Determining what you want your audience to do is an essential component to your message. Do you want 
them to change their opinion? Change their behavior? Take action by going to a meeting or spreading the 
word among friends? Sometimes an action can be as general as Òbetter appreciate the central coastÕs 
unique marine ecosystem.Ó Or it can be very specific, like Òtell other boaters the MPA in this area allows 
anchoring.Ó In all cases, convincing someone to take an action hinges upon your ability to tap into what 
they care about most. These ÒvaluesÓ are what drive successful messages. 
 
According to the internal survey, respondents want their audience to: 

¥ Spread the wordÑ 88.2 percent  
¥ Change their personal behavior (buy sustainable seafood, for instance) Ñ 88.2 percent 
¥ Support other marine conservation initiativesÑ 76.5 percent 
¥ Return to use the MPAÑ 35.3 percent 

 
As well as:  

¥ ÒRealize that marine resources belong to all of usÓ 
¥ ÒComply with MPA regulationsÓ 
¥ ÒLearn which flora and fauna need protection mostÓ 
¥ ÒObserve the rules and encourage others to do soÓ 
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Values -based messaging  
What will spur people to spread the word, or change their personal behavior in order to improve marine 
conservation? Research tells us that effective messaging addresses peopleÕs values.. In creating specific 
messages for our target audiences, it is important to consider what they care about, and how to match 
MPAs to those values. 
 
Audience Communications Channel Values (what they care about) 
Locals and coastal residents Local media outlets, visitor 

centers, website & email lists, 
beach cleanups and events, 
outdoor signage 

Natural heritage, conservation, 
public access, legacy 

Tourists Visitor centers, docent-led 
tours, brochures, websites 
(travel and location-specific), 
outdoor signage 

Recreation and access, natural 
heritage, science, resources 

Families Visitor centers, docent-led 
tours, brochures, websites, 
beach cleanups and events, 
outdoor signage 

Natural heritage, conservation, 
education, legacy 

Outdoor enthusiasts Specialty media, visitor 
centers, brochures, websites, 
outdoor signage  

Recreation and access 

Students and teachers Visitor centers, docent-led 
tours, brochures, websites 

Education and research, 
conservation 

Retirees Local media, Visitor centers, 
docent-led tours, brochures, 
outdoor signage 

Natural heritage, conservation 

 
 
Overarching  message around the Marine Life Protection Act (MLPA) process  
Introduce the concept by comparing MPAs to parks on land, and emphasizing the benefits they provide.  
Take advantage of local examples here to connect a familiar idea, like a state park, with a new, more 
abstract one, like a state marine reserve. 
 

¥ Over 150 years ago, our country set aside some of our most spectacular places on land.  Now, 
California is doing the same thing for our ocean, creating a system of underwater parks, or marine 
protected areas.  Marine protected areas support a healthy ocean while allowing visitors to 
experience nature at its best. 

 
Example of localized message: 
¥ Point Lobos has been called the greatest meeting of land and water in the world.  It is home to a 

rich array of plant and animal life, both on shore and in the water.  The marine protected areas 
found just offshore here were designed to protect the areaÕs unique undersea resources.  They 
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extend the protections provided by the state park out into the ocean, and create great opportunities 
for wildlife viewing, whether from a coastal trail or when diving underwater.    

 
Describe  the problem:  
Explain why MPAs are needed, and illustrate the problem by drawing on local examples, like endangered 
species.  It is also helpful to use comparative statements to put this issue in context, since research shows 
that people donÕt know what the baseline is with ocean health.  
 

¥ Marine life is in danger. CaliforniaÕs ocean ecosystem is damaged and depleted from overuse and 
poor management. We must act now to protect it for future generations. 

 
¥ Some fish populations off California are depleted to less than 10 percent of historic levels, and 

many may take 50-100 years to recover to healthy, sustainable levels. If current conditions donÕt 
improve, some never will.1 

 
¥ Fishermen are now catching less than half of what they did in 1990 and the fish they do catch are 

45 percent smaller.2 
 

Example of localized message that uses a current news hook: 
¥ Black abalone were once plentiful in California, thriving in the intercoastal waters between 

Monterey Bay and Baja.  They have just been listed as an endangered species and may never 
recover.  MPAs will help us avert a similar fate for some of the central coastÕs other important 
marine life.   

 
And explain how MPAs are part of  the solution:  
Emphasize the science behind MPA design, the commitment to monitoring and evaluation, and their track 
record of success.  And again, highlight the activities that are allowed in MPAs, and the benefits they 
provide. 
 

¥ Protected areas have been proven to help restore damaged and depleted ecosystems 
 

¥ They use science to identify key habitat areas and act like safe havens for large, productive 
female fish, as well as invertebrates  

 
 

¥ MPAs are monitored and evaluated by state and local marine biologists for their effectiveness 
 

¥ They allow marine life to recover while leaving the majority of coastal waters open for fishing 
and recreation 

 
Example of localized message: 

                                                
1 Pacific Fisheries Management Council, Groundfish Stock Assessment and Fishery Evaluation documents, 2005-
2006. Among these fish are southern California bocaccio, yelloweye rockfish. 
2 Levin, Philip S. et al. ÒShifts in a Pacific Ocean Fish Assemblage: The Potential Influence of Exploitation,Ó 
Conservation Biology, 2005.  
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¥ Marine protected areas around Piedras Blancas protect tidepools, kelp beds, beaches, and deep 
rocky areas that are home to a variety of plants and animals.  This area supports diverse life both 
on land and in the water, including birds, sea lions, and elephant seals.  The whole ecosystem is 
connected, and the MPAs help ensure it remains healthy so future generations can enjoy this 
special place. Marine biologists helped to design these MPAs and are monitoring their success.   

  
 
Targeting messages to your audience  
Goal: educating the public about marine life and conservation, and the value of MPAs to the ecosystem 
and community. 
 
Message b reakdown  for locals/coastal residents  
 

Value: Here on the central coast, the ocean is an integral part of our economy and way of life. We 
have a responsibility to protect the ocean for future generations.  
 
Threat: Some fish off CaliforniaÕs coast are depleted to less than ten percent of historic levels. 
 
Solution: Marine protected areas are designed with input from scientists.  Research enables us to 
protect key areas while leaving the vast majority of the ocean open for fishing and recreational 
activities.  Marine protected areas are supported by a wide coalition of coastal residents, marine 
biologists, divers, and conservationists. 
 
Vision: Your observance of these guidelines will help make sure that these new marine protected 
areas continue to provide safe homes for mother fish to lay their eggs. By protecting fish 
nurseries, MPAs help replenish the ocean. 
 
Ask: Find out more about the central coastÕs new marine protected areas, and tell others in your 
community. 
 

 
Message b reakdown for tourists 
 

Value: The central coast is home to some incredible sea life and habitat, including XXX. The 
ocean offers many recreational and educational opportunities, and in return, all of usÑ locals and 
visitors alikeÑ have a responsibility to contribute to its protection.  
 
Threat: Our marine ecosystems have experienced a gradual decline over timeÑ some fish off 
CaliforniaÕs coast are depleted to less than ten percent of historic levels. Animals and plants, large 
and small, all depend on a healthy marine ecosystem to remain healthy and abundant. 
 
Solution: Marine protected areas are designed based on scientific research identifying key habitat 
for sensitive species. Marine protected areas have been shown to be very successful in restoring 
declining marine life. 
 
Vision: Marine protected areas will help replenish our struggling ecosystems, so that the fish and 
wildlife in this area continue to be healthy and vibrant for generations to come. 
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Ask: Learn more about the central coastÕs fragile marine ecosystem, and spread the word on the 
importance of these special areas in California. 

 
Message breakdown for students and teachers  

 
Value: We are lucky to be able to visit and learn about the central coast, because itÕs home to 
some of CaliforniaÕs most incredible sea life and habitat, including XXX. The ocean has given us 
so many educational and research opportunities, so in return, all of us have a responsibility to 
protect it for the future. 
 
Threat: Our marine ecosystems have experienced a gradual decline over timeÑ some fish off 
CaliforniaÕs coast are depleted to less than ten percent of historic levels. Animals and plants, large 
and small, all depend on a healthy marine ecosystem to remain healthy and abundant. 
 
Solution: Marine protected areas are designed with input from scientists.  Research helps us 
identify key areas that will allow fragile ecosystems and fish species to recover. Studies have 
shown that these marine protected areas really work to restore our unique marine ecosystems. 
 
Vision: We can help make sure that our precious ocean resources are protected well into the 
future, so that everyone can continue to enjoy the ocean. 
 
Ask: Learn more about what students and teachers can do to help protect CaliforniaÕs unique 
marine ecosystems. 

 
Message b reakdown for outdoor enthusiasts, incl uding fishermen  
 

Value: The central coast supports a variety of recreational activities that contribute to our local 
economy and way of life. We all have the responsibility to preserve these opportunities, and the 
resources that drive them, and to protect our ocean for future generations of fishermen, boaters 
and surfers. 
 
Threat: Some fish off CaliforniaÕs coast are depleted to less than ten percent of historic levels, 
and fishermen are spending more effort to catch smaller fish. 
 
Solution: The central coastÕs new marine protected areas are being scientifically monitored and 
enforced. They were designed to protect our most fragile ecosystems and fish species while 
leaving the vast majority of the ocean open for fishing and recreational activities.  Marine 
protected areas are supported by a broad coalition of local residents, including business people, 
marine biologists, divers and ocean conservationists. 
 
Vision: Your support will help make sure that these new marine protected areas work, providing a 
safe haven for mother fish, and securing the next generation. By protecting fish nurseries, marine 
protected areas help replenish the ocean. 
 
Ask: Observe these new guidelines and spread the word, so that together we can enjoy and protect 
these coastal waters. 

 
WhatÕs the best way to reach our audience?  
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Deciding what method you will use to reach your audience should be something you consider after you 
determine your goal and audience. Consider what communications channels your audiences trust the 
most, and where they are most likely to take the time to digest and understand your messages. The graph 
on pages three and four offers some sample communications channels that would be effective in reaching 
your target audiences.  
 
Adapt your message to the communications channel. Messages for a speech can be more elaborate, while 
writing for the Web and brochures should be concise and Òscannable.Ó Channels that target a very specific 
audience (for example, a sign at a fishing pier) should relate to that audienceÕs core values and concerns. 
Channels that reach a broader audience, such as your website, should have messages that address broader 
common values.  
 
Crafting Message for other Specific Issues  
There are many other issues that may arise when you begin talking about MPAs, including economics, 
water quality, enforcement, funding, politics, etc. This document is meant to act as a roadmap, helping 
you to craft messages that meet your organizational goals while addressing the values and needs of 
different audiences. By asking the right questions and using the proven messages above, you can help the 
public understand this important issue. 
 
Snapshot  
When creating new messages, ask these questions: 
 
¥ Who are we addressing? 
¥ How much do our audiences know? 
¥ What information do they need? 
¥ What values are important to them? (Balance, Access, Conservation, Economics, etc.) 
¥ What do you want them to do?  
¥ What barriers exist? 
¥ WhatÕs the best way to reach them? 


