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Project Overview: 

Goal 

The goal of the “Reef Is Closer Than You Think” Community Campaign was to elevate environmental 

literacy and foster public action in coral reef conservation through outreach that targets people’s 

motivations to care for reefs and gives them specific actions to increase reef protection. 

Objectives 

#1 Produce and disseminate contemporary coral reef conservation messages focused on positive 

environmental behavior change to the broader USVI community. 

# 2 Effectively coordinate coral reef outreach initiatives with multiple agencies to ensure stakeholder 

support, cross island and interagency dissemination of the essential messages, and appropriate message 

testing occurs prior to implementation. 

Introduction: 

The coral reef ecosystems of the USVI have suffered great stress in the last decade. Not only has 

unregulated development resulted in rampant and unmitigated coastal development, record high 

seawater temperatures and calm seas in the summer of 2005 led to more than 90 percent of coral cover 

bleaching.  Despite these global stressors, localized human threats can be diminished by public 

education. Previous to this project, no territory-wide comprehensive marine conservation outreach 

campaign focused on alleviating human impacts to coral reefs existed. 

The goal of the multi-media community campaign, “The Reef Is Closer Than You Think”, was to elevate 

U.S. Virgin Islands residents’ environmental literacy and foster public action in coral reef conservation 

through outreach that targeted motivations to care for reefs and specific actions to increase reef 

protection. The project was initiated in 2009 and carried through the end of 2011, and evaluation of the 

campaign was included as described below. 

Statistical evaluation of specific campaign goals in relation to change in reef health is difficult due to 

multiple coral reef related threats as well as other outreach efforts occurring in the territory; future 

analysis of campaign message retention within the community, correlated with local reef health would 

be ideal given time. However, one method to indicate if the campaign message has reached Virgin 

Islanders is via surveying.  This is the first time a social marketing campaign regarding coral reefs has 
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been evaluated for effectiveness in the USVI.  Results from this survey serve not only as a means for a 

final report to NOAA, but as a useful baseline for project sponsors or managers looking to embark on 

similar campaign initiatives. Additionally, resource managers are increasingly confronted with how to 

effectively communicate science-driven best management practices (BMPs), motivate communities in 

adopting BMPs, and engage the public in participatory management. With survey results, community 

ideas, concerns and values are voiced, which managers, policy-makers, scientists, and the public can 

utilize for better natural resource management.    

Methods:   

The campaign included multiple message outlets. Six versions of public service announcements (PSAs) 

aired on local television, radio, and in cinemas, for one year; these PSAs succinctly described what 

challenges reefs face and what can be done locally, on an individual level, to help reefs (please refer to 

Appendix A for  video PSAs).  Concurrently, large attractive signs were professionally designed and 

installed on 9 heavily-used or undermanaged beaches throughout the territory; these signs offered coral 

reef friendly-tips for environmental interaction & protection (Fig.1a &b and Appendix A). Participating 

USVI youth, teachers, and other community members received in-class education from project PI 

regarding coral reef threats and actions to become stewards, and subsequently engaged in painting 5 

murals to be displayed permanently in the public, to increase message reach (Fig. 2a &b and Appendix 

A). Supplemental messaging materials with the campaign slogan (i.e. clothing, cups, calendars, decals, 

reusable bags, bumper stickers, etc.) were distributed at an official launch event- the inaugural 2009 St. 

Thomas Reef Fest (please refer to Appendix A for Reef Fest video clip)- as well as at other appropriate 

events and venues. 

Assessment focused on evaluating response from the general public via surveys delivered to residents 

18 years or older.  To maximize sample size, surveys were delivered as in-person interviews as well as 

online using www.surveymonkey.com, in English. Institutional Review Board (IRB) protocol for human 

subject study was followed. Comparison of presence vs. absence of awareness of the campaign slogan 

(“The Reef Is Closer Than You Think”) was considered an indication of message reach and therefore 

general effectiveness in retention of the slogan itself. To assess effectiveness of different media for 

message broadcasting, residents were asked to report where they had heard or seen the campaign 

slogan. Environmental literacy levels were summarized (What is a coral? What do they do in the 

environment?), as was presence of personal attribution for them (should you care about coral reefs?), 

and motivational drivers (why do you care?), to provide baseline information for further analysis of 

these and other outreach methods.  The results were shared at the 2011 Association of the Marine Labs 

of the Caribbean.  Please refer to Appendix B for reviewing the survey, and Appendix C for viewing the 

poster presented at the AMLC conference. 

Please note that one mural on the island of St. John is still not installed due to lack of a local 

government-granted permission issue related to the specific location that the St. John community chose 

for this particular mural.  Once the paperwork filters through the appropriate offices to grant installation 

permission for this mural, volunteers will hang the mural along with its explanatory plaque. This is 

expected to occur before May 2012. 



 

 

   

Figures 1a & b.  Signs installed on 
9 USVI under-managed or heavily 
used beaches with campaign 
messages suggested ways beach- 
and reef-users could become 
conscientious stewards of coral 
reefs. 
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Results: 

Of all completed surveys delivered Nov. 2010-May 2011throughout the USVI, 192 were usable for 

descriptive statistics and assessment purposes.  Results revealed that 61% of those surveyed had never 

heard the campaign slogan before (Fig.3). Of the 24% that had heard it, most (53%) identified non-PSA 

outreach efforts (i.e. word of mouth, printed materials, engagement activities) as contributing to their 

familiarity with the campaign. Television was the second most common source (38%), followed by radio 

(6%) and cinema (2%) (Fig.4).   Of the sampled population, 51% accurately described what coral is, 72% 

were correct in describing what a coral reef does in the environment, 87% knew some or all of what 

coral reefs suffer from, 99% stated that they should care about the environment and of those that 

stated that they should care, 62% said that maintaining ecosystem balance was the leading reason why 

they should care.  
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Figure 3. Responses from 192 surveyed individuals when asked if they had heard of “The Reef Is Closer Than 
You Think” community campaign before. 
 

Figures 2a & b. Under 
supervision of science 
and art teachers, 
students artistically 
express on murals 
what they have 
learned regarding 
land-based sources of 
pollution and how 
they can change their 
future and that of the 
reef, for long-term 
pubic display. 
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Conclusion   

Most people had not heard of this two year campaign yet knowledge questions on surveys revealed a 

presence of coral reef-related literacy among participating residents; therefore, coral reef awareness 

and environmental literacy levels cannot be attributed to this campaign alone. Motivation for personal 

attribution (“should you care about coral reefs?”) was present, but again, this cannot be attributed only 

to the campaign, as society, past experience, and education- to name a few factors- play a part in 

determining personal attribution. Televised PSAs are instrumental in mass communication, but a variety 

of factors influence an individual’s choice to act (or not to act) as an environmental steward. There was 

more success in reaching audiences with the campaign message via other outreach methods; 

engagement activities combined with lessons and simple supplemental materials reached more people- 

and therefore may support message retention and motivation for positive change- more than PSAs 

alone.  Appropriate time allotted to gauge long-term message retention will allow for a correlation of 

environmental literacy and positive behavior change attributed to this campaign.  Future analysis 

targeting different community groups with more focus on specific behaviors noted in the PSAs, beach 

signs, and murals may be necessary. For example, measuring change in sales of earth-friendly products 
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Figure 4. 
Proportion of 
responses 
indicating from  
where or what 
surveyed 
individuals had 
seen or heard of  
the campaign 
slogan “The Reef Is 
Closer Than You 
Think”. 



or harmful chemicals, or change in plastic bag or reusable bag use, may indicate behavior change in 

Virgin Islanders, as a result of messages delivered in the campaign.   

 

Lessons Learned & Outreach Suggestions 

Through its objectives the major goal and of this project was met.  The production and dissemination of 

coral reef conservation messaging, and engagement of the wider USVI community, contributed to the 

enhancement of public environmental literacy and action in coral reef conservation. Though pre- and 

post-campaign change in literacy levels and human behavior could not be measured and therefore 

attributed to this campaign alone, the entire project allowed for a productive community collaboration 

centered on a shared vision.  Important partnerships among community leaders were solidified; public 

opinion concerning contemporary environmental issues was voiced in a non-volatile and safe 

atmosphere; and a baseline for understanding the success of conservation campaigns in the USVI was 

created. Some points about this and future campaigns: 

 

 Address capacity and commitment issues within community prior to engagement.  
 

 Consider historical culture and heritage when designing campaign slogan and activities and 
other communications; in a multi-cultural setting, what resonates meaningfully within one 
group or individual will not necessarily resonate within another.   

 

 In small island communities, elders pass on values to younger generations. When considering 
changing the inherent values of a community for the ultimate goal of positive change in 
ecosystem health, multi-generational and family-centered activities might help.  

 

 Economy is a concern for this community, influencing value and decision-making; future 
campaign effort should heavily engage if not target economy-driving sectors, i.e. tourism. 

 

 Effort needs to address lack of consistent and required environmental exposure younger 
generations receive in USVI schools. 

 

 Investigation into what drives people in making non-sustainable choices in daily island life could 
be a better direction to take before initiating another campaign targeting residents. 

 

 Speaking of island life, always schedule projects around “Island Time”; project planning on a 
federal timeline is a challenge when things progress at a territorial pace. 

 
 

 

 

 



 

Appendix A: “The Reef Is Closer Than You Think” community campaign 2009-2011 Products 

 

Photo albums of students, teachers, project murals, signs, and related: 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/marinesteward/sets/72157626579388109/ 

 

Short clip highlighting community based efforts including campaign at Reef Fest: 

http://vimeo.com/23239420 

 

Television, Radio & Cinema Public Service Announcements: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t59PalPmR7E   “natural guardians/intro” 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gOtnXhLto80  “anchors” 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L6DlphOYFks  “overfishing” 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jplOcl6mFh0  “disco” 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hp4u_8AZycw  “bulb” 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ge9ZRAcTUU4  “chemicals” 

 

 

Appendix B: survey 

Sponsored by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, this survey is for scientific research 

investigating US Virgin Islands residents and their relationship to coastal ecosystems. With the data 

collected from this study, natural resource managers could design better management strategies. The 

survey should take about 10 minutes of your time. It is not a test, and you are encouraged to explain 

your responses as best you can.  

In completing this survey, participants will be aiding scientists, resource managers, and the general 

public, as well as students of the University of the Virgin Islands. Participation is voluntary and all 

participants have the option to terminate the survey at any time. If you wish, you may complete the 

survey online at http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/vimas_english.   

http://www.flickr.com/photos/marinesteward/sets/72157626579388109/
http://vimeo.com/23239420
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t59PalPmR7E
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gOtnXhLto80
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L6DlphOYFks
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jplOcl6mFh0
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hp4u_8AZycw
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ge9ZRAcTUU4


All survey responses are anonymous- please do not enter your name anywhere on the response form. 

Confidentiality will be maintained and the results of this research will be made available at a later date 

(look for announcements in the newspapers or other local news venues). Any questions, comments, or 

concerns regarding this study can be directed to Christine Settar, UVI Extension Specialist, at 

csettar@uvi.edu or 693-1392. If Christine is unavailable you may contact Steven Goode, Chair of UVI 

Institutional Review Board, at sgoode@uvi.edu. Thank you for your time. 

 

1. Do you agree to the consent information described above? (circle one) 

Yes 

No 

 

2. Are 18 years of age or older? (circle one) 

Yes 

No 

 

 

3. What is coral?  

 

 

 

4. What does a coral reef do in the environment?  

 

 

 

5. What do coral reefs suffer from?  



 

 

 

6. Where are coral reefs found? 

 

 

 

7. True or false: “Nothing I can do will help coral reefs”; please explain. 

 

 

 

8. Should you care about coral reefs? Why or why not? 

 

 

 

9. What would happen if there were no coral reefs? 

10.  What does this phrase mean to you: "The Reef is Closer than You 

Think”? If you have heard this exact phrase before, where or how have 

you heard it? 

 

 

 

11.  Are you familiar with the phrase, “Your actions affect the reef’s future 

and the reef’s future affects yours”? Please explain. 



 

 

 

12.  If you have heard of the phrases in the previous 2 questions, have they or 

the campaign they represent affected you in any way? Please explain. 

 

 

13. How long have you been a resident of the US Virgin Islands? (If you are a 

tourist please indicate how often you visit and typical length of stay in 

USVI.) 

 

 

14. How old are you? 

 

 

15. What is your gender? 

 

16. What is the highest level of education that you have achieved?  

 

17. What is your occupation? 

 

18. Please feel free to make comments here. Any thoughts relevant to this 

survey are welcome and encouraged. 

 



 

Appendix C: poster presentation at AMLC conference 2011 

For enlarged view, see file attachment in https://grantsonline.rdc.noaa.gov/  

 

https://grantsonline.rdc.noaa.gov/flows/home/Login/LoginController.jpf
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University of the Virgin Islands 

Center for Marine & 

Environmental Studies 

#2 John Brewers Bay 

St. Thomas, USVI 00802 

Educate the  public, Engage com-

munities, and Inspire positive 

change with regard to valuing 

and conserving the USVI coastal 

environment. 

CAMPAIGN GOALS 

VIRGIN ISLANDS MARINE 

ADVISORY SERVICE  



Awarded by the National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) in 

2009,  this campaign has been engaging, 

educating, and inspiring USVI residents and 

visitors to lead the way in protecting our 

shared coastal environment. 

The overall mission of this campaign is to 

elevate the value of coral reefs within the 

perspectives of those that live, work and 

play amongst this fragile environment. The 

campaign slogan, “The Reef Is Closer Than 

You Think” is a way to communicate that no 

matter where you physically are in relation 

to coral reefs,  your actions affect the reef’s 

future, and the reef’s future affects yours. 

The Reef Is Closer Than You Think... 

Campaign Projects 

Public Service Announcements (PSAs) 

Local radio and television stations and 

theatre (Ackley Media Group, TV2, and 

Caribbean Cinemas) aired the cam-

paign message for the entire year. Six 

different  visual and audio messages 

communicated simple ways to change 

our actions that will benefit the reef and 

ourselves. 

Student- painted murals 

Local junior and high school students 

learned about the value of coral reefs 

and how they 

can make 

positive 

change for the 

reefs and 

those that de-

pend on them, 

including hu-

mans. 

 

 

Beach signage 

Ten signs are being installed on heavily 

used or under-managed beaches 

throughout the Territory in order to edu-

cate beach users about how to enjoy the 

coastlines in respectful and safe ways.  

What Can You DO ? 

 

Limit your property’s erosion and run-

off by planting tress to hold soil  

 

Reduce your use of pesticides, fertiliz-

ers and chemicals  

 

Treat residential and boat sewage 

properly- Check your septic tank and 

“pump out” often  

 

Bring your own reusable bag when 

shopping  

 

Limit waste by Reusing, Reducing and 

Recycling whenever you can  

 

Walk, taxi, or carpool to reduce your 

carbon emissions  

 

Take only pictures in Marine Parks, 

Sanctuaries and Reserves  

 

Look, but don’t touch our reefs  

 

Only harvest mature fish  

 

Participate in local clean-ups, reef 
monitoring, public meetings and resto-

ration activities  

Caption describing picture 
or graphic. 








