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Communicating the breadth of research—from fundamental physics to cutting-edge detector 
upgrades—to non-expert audiences is a key challenge for the 6,000-strong CMS collaboration. 
Recognising this, the CMS External Communication team embarked on a comprehensive strategic 
review, approved by the collaboration last year. Through extensive collaborative sessions, core 
team members defined key messages, identified target audiences, and evaluated past and ongoing 
outreach initiatives. This process culminated in the development of a refined communication 
strategy, encompassing new project proposals and a robust and sustainable framework for 
mapping and engaging the vast collaboration. This talk will detail the key conclusions of this 
strategic review, outlining the identified target audiences and the core messages prioritised for 
public dissemination, and addressing the mechanisms implemented to maintain real-time 
awareness of various activities. Furthermore, this presentation will showcase the initial results and 
impact of the implemented changes, highlighting the successes and lessons learned in fostering a 
more cohesive and impactful communication network for the CMS experiment. 

The European Physical Society Conference on High Energy Physics (EPS-HEP2025) 
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1. Introduction
External pressures on High Energy Physics are currently making the future of the whole 

field very difficult. We need to be more effective than ever at putting out CMS’ work and showing 
who we are to a range of different audiences across ages, geographical locations, and 
understandings of physics. The wider world is much more rife with misinformation and 
disinformation, as these are easily amplified online. We all need to present a consistent voice of 
reason and science, especially in the face of these anti-science attitudes. 

2.Timing
The CMS Communication team, comprising senior scientists and communication 

professionals, embarked on a mission to map out and reevaluate CMS’ current activities and 
understand areas for growth, improvement and sustainability. With this understanding, the team 
could put together a new strategy to guide communications activities going forward. The timing 
was perfect: many activities had understandably stalled over the pandemic period, and new, 
COVID-friendly initiatives had taken their place. Coming out of the other side of the pandemic 
was an opportunity to reassess which activities were possible again that had not been possible 
over the last few years. 

It was also a moment of handover, with the head of communications and several members 
of the communications team changing, which lent itself to the activity, allowing new members to 
deeply interrogate the status quo and fashion new objectives that they could then carry out. 

3. Methodology
An initial investigation phase led to a draft CMS strategy document, which went through 

approvals with the CMS Collaboration Board (CB), made up of representatives from member 
institutes, and the Resource Review Board (RRB) for approval of modest additional resources 
needed to implement the strategy effectively. 

Aspects of Design Thinking methodologies were employed to structure the investigation 
phase of the process, leading to the creation of key messages, necessary evolutions to current 
activities, and new communication activities for CMS. 

3.1 Design Thinking 

Design Thinking is a methodology born in the technology industry that starts with empathy 
for the audience(s), and builds from there. It offers a set of tools for deeply questioning problems 
and encourages creative thinking when coming up with solutions. For this reason, it was chosen 
as a framework to get a good lay of the land and to identify the pain points associated with the 
current activities. 

Design Thinking puts the user at the centre of the design. It focuses on user outcomes, 
empowering teams, and a ‘spirit of restless reinvention’. In essence, it: 

• focuses on the audience(s)
• works trust into the teams so they are empowered to drive the work
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• treats everything as in-progress so that teams don’t get stuck doing the same thing forever
not adapting to the changing world around them – something that is incredibly important
in the science communication field

In addition to understanding and documenting the current processes around the activities 
being carried out by the team, we also interviewed everybody involved to pull out the pain points 
– the things that limit productivity and effectiveness.

From there, we started ideating, and this involved a lot of post-it notes, a lot of whiteboards, 
diagrams, and discussions.  

4. Key messages
One of the most important outcomes of these sessions was the development of our “key 

messages”. These total five, reflecting our diverse audiences and priorities that we needed to 
capture. In general practice, teams should converge on one key principle, or ‘North Star’, but 
because of the diversity of our audiences, the team ended up creating something more of a 
‘constellation’. The messages we developed are explained below.  

4.1 Very little of our Universe is understood, and CMS helps us to understand more 

This messaging is especially relevant for our younger audiences, but applicable everywhere. 
We need to be careful to maintain the aspects of curiosity, exploration, and wonder... this is why 
people enter physics (and all science!) and want to read about what comes out of experiments like 
CMS. 

4.2 Fundamental science is worth pursuing 

CMS isn’t just ‘doing science’, it is part of fundamental science, where we are constantly 
questioning the Universe for no other reason than to understand it. Often, the argument is made 
that the work being done now could lead to the next technological breakthrough, as radio waves 
and electrons were deemed useless when first discovered and later became central to technological 
advancement. There are indeed some incredible applications of the research being done – e.g. in 
detectors for medical applications - and it may lead to the next generation of technology. But, 
crucially, this research is worth doing for its own sake. Our audiences must be encouraged to be 
excited about discovering the Universe together right now! 

4.3 We should celebrate CMS as a journey 

The type of science done at CMS is not done by a lone genius suddenly solving the mysteries 
of the Universe in an armchair by the fire, but a continuous journey carried out by vast teams. It 
is imperative to celebrate not only discoveries of new particles, but the journey itself and the 
detailed measurements that lead to a better understanding. In practical terms, this means 
communicating the complete process of arriving at publications, including the development of 
advanced detectors as well as the challenges faced and overcome by the teams working on CMS. 

4.4 CMS is a worldwide collaboration of people from many different disciplines and 
backgrounds, without whom it would not function   

With over 6000 people in the CMS collaboration, one of the key messages is to recognise 
the diversity within it - not only geographically, but across all aspects. Not only is the 
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collaboration made stronger by this diversity, but it could not function without it. It is essential to 
have the perspectives and expertise of collaborators worldwide, with diverse backgrounds and 
studies. 

4.5 CMS is worth the funds 

This is the key underlying message to our member states and funding agencies. It is worth 
doing this, it is worth funding this, it is essential we keep pushing forward to understand more 
about the Universe. Of course, it is rarely used so explicitly, but it should inform our 
communications decisions. 

However, it should also be an underlying message to our public audiences. 
Studies of attitudes of Swiss people about monetary contributions to CERN found that “the 

higher the awareness of CERN, the higher… the likelihood of paying for its research activity.”[2] 
In other words, respondents were happier with a greater proportion of their taxes going toward 
the type of research conducted at CERN when they were more aware of the activities there. This 
follows a previous survey with the same findings across the French public. 

“No relevant differences exist between the two countries [Switzerland and France] because 
the statistically significant determinants are the same. Apart from income and controlling for 
individual traits, they are related to the following issues: i) awareness of CERN; ii) scientific 
interest; iii) CERN permits to increases knowledge of the Universe; iv) The research activity at 
CERN should increase in the coming decades.”[2] 

Therefore, open and direct communication informing the public audiences of CMS’ work 
also moves us toward this key message.  

5. Guiding Principles
Whereas our key messages are outward facing, we also aligned on two core guiding 

principles for how the communications team should work. This takes into account resourcing 
restrictions, and provides a basic framework for assessing existing and new activities. Our small, 
specialised team needs to make the most of content production. 

• Sustainability: activities should be sustainable in the long term, meaning that they can be
actioned and improved over time with the resources available. If this is not the case, more
resources should be added (if possible) or the activity put on hold.

• Adaptability: activities should have a well-defined audience, but, where possible, should
be adapted to fit with other audiences and channels. This optimises the time we have for
multiple outputs and ensures essential information reaches all relevant parties quickly.

6. Challenges
During the exploratory part of the strategy-making process, we mapped out the different 

processes the team were involved in and interviewed everybody involved on those processes. The 
aim was threefold, to understand:  

• what was working well, to make sure to keep doing it
• what was NOT working well, and uncover why that was the case
• where there were gaps in our activities that we needed to fill.
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Once we identified something that was not working, this was added to our pain point log, 
and we then interrogated why that particular activity was painful. By digging a little deeper, we 
found that several activities were painful for the same reason, and so could address the underlying 
problems. Below are three examples of identified pain points.  

6.1 Information Flow 

Timely information flow was found to be a major pain point, underlying several difficulties, 
including: 

• lack of things to post about on social media 
• articles or stories within CMS written and published a long time after the fact 
• opacity of how different teams within CMS worked across the 6000 person collaboration 
• lack of people to contact for information on specific topics, often going through three or 

more people before finding answers 
• lack of clarity of when and where important events were happening, leading to a lack of 

audiovisual material from CMS 
Many of these difficulties were either created or exacerbated by COVID and the break of 

previous connections.  
In order to address this, we created a network of Communications Contact Persons (CCPs) 

across the different subsystem groups in CMS. These are people proposed by their system 
managers and who volunteered their time.  

The CCPs: 
• feed information about important milestones to the central communications team for 

articles, pictures, videos, timelapses, etc, 
• encourage their subsystems to create and share footage with the communications team 

through photo competitions and dedicated communications sessions, 
• are the first point of contact for the communications team when it comes to questions or 

anything to do with their subsystem.  
Consequently, the archive is now rich and alive with constant photographs and videos of 

many of the milestones reached by the collaboration! Additionally, more and more people from 
across the collaboration are involved in communications activities, giving a real insight into their 
daily lives for the outside world. Critically, CCPs have commented on the value to themselves 
from engaging with this activity, increasing their own breadth of knowledge and their ability to 
transmit this knowledge to peers and to external audiences.  
 

6.2 Time to publish 

The ability to publish articles, social-media posts, videos, photos, etc was tied to a varied 
and opaque approvals process. There was a lack of clarity as to who exactly could sign off on a 
piece of content and how many people needed to verify it before it could be published. This meant 
that: 

• there was an extended time between a piece being finished by the team and being 
published, 

• it sometimes meant that the piece was no longer ‘news’ by the time it became public, 
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• stories could not be shared with other CERN organisations ahead of publication.
In the new strategy, there is a much shorter and well-defined approvals process, where the

Head or Deputy Head of Communications are empowered by the CMS Spokesperson team to 
make decisions, going upwards only when sensitive matters need to be resolved. The CCPs, 
mentioned in 6.1, help ensure the accuracy of the content as it is produced, further streamlining 
the approvals. The new process has led to an increase in trust in the team, quicker responses, better 
publishing timelines, and more successful social media campaigns.  

6.3 Top-Down shift to Dialogue 

In the past, CMS used a top-down communications approach, publishing information 
passively. It created a disconnect between the team and the audience, and did not foster the 
curiosity central to our key messages. Passively posted information and very little interaction 
meant that both internal and external audiences could not engage with us in a meaningful way. 

Instead, in the new strategy, the team has made the conscious shift to humanising the way 
content is created and shared.  

To embrace this shift, the team is focusing on: 
• Creating dialogical relationships, for example, actually being ‘social’ on social media,

where the team will now respond to comments, questions, create more interactive content,
and respond to requests.

• Delivering information in a more targeted way, for example, with the launch of the ‘Point
Cinq’ CMS Newsletter [4] for internal and external subscribers, where stories are actively
brought to interested parties.

• Proactively reaching out to specific audiences with dedicated materials. This is especially
true of local audiences around the site of the CMS experiment, who are now targeted with
a series of local events interlacing with more widely organised occasions (annual “Colour
Run”, Fête de la Science, etc), as well as dedicated visits to the CMS site.

7. Assessing success
The strategy document [5] was approved by the CMS collaboration board in late 2023, 

making 2024 the first full year in which the implementation of the strategy has been put into place. 
In 2024, there were: 

• More articles
• More social media posts
• More social media platforms
• More CMS events
• More photographs and time-lapses
• More of CERN’s coverage of CMS activities for wider journalist audiences to pick up on.

But equally, and arguably more important, is the engagement and qualitative feedback
received. One response, in particular, stands out: that of 8-year-old Sascha, who took time to email 
us to let us know that she now wants to become a scientist after visiting CMS. She was annoyed 
that protons and electrons had not yet been explained to her at school, and was fascinated by the 
mysteries of particles.  
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Reaching and deeply affecting people like Sascha is incredibly important, and this 
experience speaks to the types of dialogues that are being opened up through a strategic approach 
to communicating the wonders of our field.  

8. Next Steps
Although progress has been made, there is still a long way to go: it is essential to assess 

whether activities are moving in the right direction, and in an ever-changing world this needs to 
be done continually. It is especially challenging to do so alongside maintaining the speed and 
quality of the communications activities established by CMS over the last year and a half.  

New problems or challenges have presented themselves and are informing the way forward: 
• More is not always better when the team is limited in size. We are shifting to a greater

focus on prioritisation to maintain high quality.
• We have reached a point where we sometimes have too many things to publish! A 

wonderful issue to have, but one that does present new scheduling and prioritisation
challenges.

• As activities become more efficient in this team, there is an increasing need for
documentation to prevent momentum from being entirely lost when handing over
activities to future teams.
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