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Using Principles of Cognitive Science to Develop Effective Communication 
 

It has long been accepted that stories are a basic organizing principle of learning and memory. Successful 
storytellers rely on three standards: 1) enthusiasm for a subject; 2) accessible language; and 3) audience 
connectivity/relevance. However, there are several other critical aspects of neuroscience within narrative that 
directly apply to successful communication:  1

● Live to Tell the Tale 
We think in story, which allows us to envision the future. The process of narrative in turn supports efforts 
to understand—and engage with—people and concepts. 

● Needles in Haystacks 
Time is a dreaded barrier … no ones wants to waste life Waiting for Godot  …  get to the point quickly. 2

Summarize key areas of the message and include easy access to more detailed information. When the 
brain focuses its full attention on something, it filters out the chaff and improves retention. 

● It’s All Greek to Me 
“Jargon is jibberish.”  Use plain, simple language. In the end, you are not “dumbing it down,” but rather, 3

expanding the audience — along with both qualitative and quantitative comprehension. 

● Comfortably Numb  4

Attention is an emotion-driven phenomena triggered by the amygdala within the brain’s limbic system. A 
person’s multi-dimensional response to stimuli determines the meaning of everything — if we’re not 
feeling, we’re not conscious. 

● The Barracuda Effect 
According to a 2015 peer-reviewed study,  human  beings are attracted to shiny or glossy things because 5

of our primitive,  innate need for fresh water as a resource. 

● What’s In It for Me? 
Everything we do is goal-oriented, and our biggest challenge is figuring out everyone else’s agenda (in 
order to fulfill our own). 

● The Grass Is Always Greener 
We see the world not as it is, but as we believe it to be. Communication is a matter of context. Analyze the 
form, content, medium and patterns of messages and how they influence your audience and their 
environment to make meaning and take action. 

● A Concrete Jungle 
We think in specifics, not abstract images. In order to be meaningful, ideas must be connected to action. 
Without it, theory exists merely for its own sake and becomes purely academic, not practical. 

● Turn, and Face the Strange  6

The brain is wired to stubbornly resist change, both good and bad. Transform a paradigm—the ideas, 
beliefs and habits that are locked in the subconscious mind. 
 

1 © Cathi Gerhard (List compilation and titles) 
2 A play by Samuel Beckett, 1948. 
3 Attributed to Alan Alda, former host of the long-running PBS series "Scientific American Frontiers" and a founder and visiting professor of journalism at 
the Stony Brook University Center for Communicating Science. 
4 A song by the English rock band Pink Floyd, which first appeared on the 1979 double album The Wall.  
5 Meert, K., Pandelaere, M. and Patrick, V. M. (2014), Taking a shine to it: How the preference for glossy stems from an innate need for water. Journal of 
Consumer Psychology, 24: 195–206. doi:10.1016/j.jcps.2013.12.005 
6 Lyrics from “Changes” a song by David Bowie, a song by David Bowie, originally released on the album Hunky Dory in December 1971 
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● What Goes Up, Must Come Down 
From birth, our brain makes casual, logical connections about cause and effect: if this, then that, and so on. 
Beware of logical fallacies and understand the important differences among argument, persuasion, and 
propaganda. 

● Here’s Your Sign  7

Our actions and thoughts are often governed by a complex set of cultural messages and conventions 
(semiotics) dependent upon our ability to interpret them: 1) visual; 2) aural; 3) gestural; 4) spatial; as well 
as 5) linguistic. The medium is the message.    8

● “Different Strokes  for Different Folks”  9

Multi-channel marketing, or presenting a consistent message across multiple platforms, provides the 
opportunities for increased awareness and interactions via a variety of preferred touchpoints. 

● Colors Speak All Languages   10

The correlations between sight and perception affect our brains on a very deep level; associations vary 
among demographic considerations such as gender, age, culture, etc. 

● Murphy’s Law  11

The brain uses stories to simulate navigation through potential, and often difficult, situations. Always 
provide a narrative map of possible outcomes/solutions to a given problem. 

● Law & Order 
Traditional cognition rejects randomness; therefore, it is best to convert data into meaningful patterns 
that make sense out of chaos. 

● Ad Hominem (Guilt by Association) 
Our minds  use memories to draw comparisons with the present in order to evaluate and make sense of it. 
Be mindful of previous experiences or past scenarios. 

● Gifts That Keep on Giving 
Aristotle commented  on the role of repetition in learning by saying “it is frequent repetition that 12

produces a natural tendency.”  It and other mnemonic devices help to improve speed, increase confidence, 
and strengthen the connections in the brain. 

 

7 Debut comedy album of Bill Engvall, recorded at Mark Ridley's Comedy Castle in Royal Oak, Michigan (1996) 
8 From Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, a 1964 book by Marshall McLuhan. 
9 ‘Comforting gestures of approval’ The Oxford Dictionary of Phrase and Fable. Encyclopedia.com. 8 Nov. 2017 <http://www.encyclopedia.com>. 
10 Attributed to English author Joseph Addison (1672-1719). 
11 A supposed law of nature, expressed in various humorous popular sayings, to the effect that anything that can go wrong will go wrong. (English Oxford 
Dictionary) 
12 Aristotle De sensu and De memoria; text and translation, with introduction and commentary. Translated by George R. T. Ross, Cambridge at the University 
Press, 1906. Accessed 8 Nov. 2017. 


