
Survival Training for Engineers 
and Other Professionals
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT SERIES

The Challenge

We have all seen jargon-laden presentations and defensive responses by even the 

most community-minded of planning engineering staff.  Scientists and other experts 

find working directly with communities quite difficult. They get defensive when their 

expertise is challenged and this makes them appear less effective.

Communicating 
with the Public
How confident do you feel in getting complex technical 
information across to non-experts and the public in challenging 
and emotionally charged situations? Are you looking for 
strategies to keep your audience from ‘shutting down’ or 
responding with raw emotion rather than logic? Wondering how 
to make yourself a more approachable and believable expert?

Hope is at hand -- a new, one-day 

workshop to boost the effectiveness of 

engineers in public and policy forums.  

The workshop provides the insight, strategies, practice, and 
feedback to enable your technical experts to:  

1. Understand the knowledge, needs, and values of their 
audience.  

2. Assess the likely responses to new issues and ideas.  

3. Monitor and continually improve their ability to present 
technical information to a non-technical audience.  

4. Become more confident in accepting, acknowledging, and 
responding to public input.  

This training builds understanding of what is happening 
when our “expert” status is under threat.  It demonstrates 
the dynamics at play during interactions with the public.  
Participants learn how to provide information so their audience 
recognises and values their expertise.  They also learn how to 
respond to challenges and questions with respectful curiosity so 
their own professionalism is enhanced.

Twyfords have based this workshop on 
principles developed through concerted 
research and practical application in fields 
ranging from marketing to doctor-patient 
communication.  
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Outline

Workshop attendees will explore the concept of “expert” status 
and its consequences in community engagement settings. 
They will build new understanding of their assumptions and 
behaviour, and those of their audience, that will be more 
effective in getting their expertise valued and used.

The participants will investigate how individuals react to new 
information, and the rational and emotional processes that lead 
to acceptance of advice and scientific data.

A number of innovative techniques – including film and 
experiential group exercises – will be used to illustrate key 
concepts as well as to explore challenging situations and 
analyse the impact of various strategies to handle them.

Participants assess the impact of a range of behaviours by 
members of the community – from quiet resistance to noisy 
disruption -- and explore simple ways of guiding public 
consultation processes toward productive outcomes.

By the end of the workshop, participants understand how to 
listen in a way that helps their “expert” advice to be accepted as 
useful, relevant, and reasonable.  Participants commit to specific 
approaches for preparing and communicating that suit the types 
of situations that they have identified as most challenging.

Content

Workshop segments consist of:  

• Diffusion of Innovations - how people react to change

• Being the Wizard - how experts build status and credibility

• Listening to others as “experts” - where expertise lies and 
how to appreciate it

• The Wizard revealed - how empathy assists the expert in 
meeting people’s needs

• Diagnosis and checklists – how to build new communication 
skills for challenging situations  

Target Audience

This workshop is aimed at scientifically-trained professionals, 
and the planners who work with them, who frequently present 
technical information in public and policy forums.

This sophisticated course is designed to build new capabilities 
for technical team members, and also offer insight and 
new approaches for engagement professionals working in 
partnership with the engineers.

Twyfords

Twyfords is offering this workshop developed in conjunction with Will Rifkin, PhD, Director of the Science Communication 
Program at the University of New South Wales.  Twyfords has decades of experience and an international reputation in the 
area of public participation training.  Rifkin has focussed for twenty years on communication between technical and non 
technical people and has just received a national award for his contributions to university teaching and learning.

John Dengate, BMet
John is a member of IAP2, 
and a licensed trainer, with 
extensive experience training 
in both Australia and New 
Zealand. John has a solid 
technical background in the 
steel industry, with extensive 
experience in managing the 

complexities of business and people. He brings fresh 
insights into building capability within organisations 
around public participation with his change 
management experience supporting the insights 
delivered by the IAP2 principles and processes. John’s 
passion for people is reflected in an energetic and 
respectful facilitation style, which combines with his 
technical experience to ground participants in real 
world challenges.

William D. Rifkin, PhD 

Dr Will Rifkin is Director of 
the Science Communication 
Program at the University 
of New South Wales.  He 
teaches communication 
and professional skills to 
science students.  Previously, 
he has taught business 

communication and business ethics to MBA students 
and undergraduates and lectured in ‘organisational 
learning’.  He conducts research, consultancy, and 
corporate training in a range of areas related to 
communication. 

His PhD from Stanford University was based on 
sociological study of communication between technical 
and non-technical people as a form of cross-cultural 
communication.  

Dr Rifkin has been nationally recognized for his innovative 
contributions to university teaching and learning. He has 
worked with Twyfords for a decade, designing a range 
of uniquely engaging programs and delivering them with 
memorable wit and insight.  
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