
Beth: Hello and welcome to Driving Participation. Today I have on the show Kathryn Jepsen. 

Kathryn is the Editor-in-Chief of Symmetry Magazine at the SLAC National Accelerator Library. 

I am thrilled to have Kathryn on today to talk about how they took their print publication and 

evolved it into an online magazine. I know that’s something that a lot of people are interested 

in doing. How do you do that? How do you get through the technology of it? How do you 

grow your audience doing it? Kathryn’s organization has done a terrific job and so I’m thrilled 

to have you on today to talk about this Kathryn. Welcome. 

Kathryn: Thank you. Beth, you said National Accelerator Library.

Beth: Did I say ‘Library’? National Accelerator Laboratory. I’m looking at it right in front of me, 

but it’s Laboratory. It’s funny. I was actually just speaking at a library. I have library on my mind. 

So it is a laboratory so Kathryn is involved with a lot of scientists and I’m sure that you have 

some very interesting stories on working with scientific minds and writers in that niche market 

and it’s interesting though how much even in a very specialized niche market the concepts 

that you learned can really be played out among anybody. So first, I mean it’s a unique 

organization and collaboration that you’re part of. Can you talk a little bit about how you got 

into doing what you do and what is it exactly that you do?

Kathryn: So I have a background in journalism. I started out studying journalism and mass 

communication at UNC Chapel Hill and eventually got into science journalism when I got 

my Masters degree at Northwestern, which led me into this internship at Ferminational 

Accelerator Laboratory, yet another laboratory. I was a little hesitant to apply for an internship 

at a laboratories communications office at first after journalism school because journalists and 

PR are supposed to be mortal enemies, but I looked into the responsibilities of the intern 

at Fermilabs and one of the things that they would do is write articles for this magazine that 

Fermilab published together with Symmetry.
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Beth: That’s probably because most labs don’t know what a PR person really is supposed to 

do. 

Kathryn: We have some good PR people at the labs, but there’s some people who also had 

the journalism background and wanted to do something with that with communications and 

I looked at this publication and first of all, it was beautiful. It had these really fascinating 

pictures of experiments that are underground or in space or in different interesting things, but 

also the articles were great. They were actual journalistic articles. They were not press releases 

and spin. It was actually a magazine and so I wanted to be a part of that so I applied for the 

internship. I got the internship and then eventually got hired at Fermilab over about five 

years, worked my way up and now I am the editor.

Beth: That is terrific. Now let’s talk a little bit about why a laboratory does a magazine. 

Kathryn: So Fermilab and SLAC, part of their mission is to take the science that they do and 

communicate it to the people who fund it, which is the public because Fermilab and SLAC are 

both part of the Department of Energy’s National Lab system and so they are funded by tax 

payers. So you have the right to know what happens at the lab because it is your dollar going 

toward this research. So having a magazine is one way of actually getting that out there to the 

public and making it an interesting magazine is a way to make the public actually read it.

Beth: Right, which is terrific and that does bring me to my next question. What does 

participation mean to you when it comes to delivering this magazine to your audience? What 

are you looking for? What are the organizations that support this magazine looking to have it 

do in the way of participation and how are they looking for that to help them?

Kathryn: In part, it’s at least getting that information out there, but also just building public 

support for particle physics and for science in general. If people can read about particle 

physics and read about it in a way that is understandable and interesting, then it starts to 

change their mind about what particle physics is. It’s not a scary inaccessible thing that you 

can’t possibly understand and so you should just give up and never try. It’s this thing that 

is really fascinating that’s going on and there are ways to explain it to the non-scientists. I 

personally am a non-scientist so it’s get those explanations out of them, but just making the 

science accessible to the public is a big deal. 



Beth: I think that’s a really huge point that applies to all kinds of organizations that are maybe 

talking about technically the less technical or less complicated subjects, but are talking about 

it in such internal language or such specific language that I can’t tell you how many times 

I read other people’s work and have no idea what they do and you know, they’re working 

with homelessness or something that while isn’t easy, it’s not particle physics. I think it’s 

really interesting that you guys do really recognize that what you do is something that the 

general public doesn’t have your level of language for, that we’re not indoctrinated into the 

words and the strategies and all the different things that you use and you’re really thinking of 

your audience and who you’re trying to reach and how can you communicate in a message 

in a way that your audience can hear it and understand it and that is so critical for every 

communication even if you’re not starting with something that actually is at its heart very 

complicated. So it’s great. Can you share the URL of the magazine because I’m sure people 

are going to want to take a look at it.

Kathryn: Sure. It’s SymmetryMagazine.org

Beth: Okay and I will put a link to it in the show notes page so everyone can just go there 

and click on it and that will make it easier to get there because I think it’s really important 

to look at examples of someone that’s taking complex materials and how are they turning 

it into something that’s simple and engaging. What were some of your goals of turning this 

publication into an online publication? You’re out there, they were doing it in print, it was 

lovely and beautiful. Why didn’t you say ‘we got this’ and keep going? What made you 

change?

Kathryn: Symmetry started out about ten years ago and it was all print all the time. It came 

out about ten times per year so very demanding schedule for a print publication for an 

institution and it was expensive. It was really a big part of it. It was expensive to print and mail 

out to subscribers and so as the budget overall for the field shrank over the years, we had to 

cut down the number of publications that we put out and so it went from ten to maybe six 

to maybe four and in the past couple of years we were just doing two per year and it’s really 

difficult to keep your material fresh and interesting if you can only publish once every six 

months. At the same time, earlier on we had started a blog to go with the print publication 

and one of the main functions of the blog was to let people know when the new print edition 



was out and point them to the PDF, but it was also a place where we could have little blog 

posts that pointed to interesting information about other sites and links to those sites, but 

as time went on and we realized we were having less and less opportunities in print to cover 

breaking news, we realized that that blog was a good place to do it and so we started writing 

articles that were specifically for the blog, didn’t run in print, didn’t run anywhere else, but 

they were timely and then eventually since our print publication schedule had shrunk, we 

decided that it was time to take that blog and really turn it into a legitimate website so that 

people who didn’t get the print publication and just stumbled upon Symmetry online would 

find something that was just as beautiful as the print publication. Really our goal was to kind 

of make up for that loss of the number of additions that we had per year, but then we also 

realized when we were online we also started going into social media, that we were reaching 

people that we hadn’t reached before and kind of expanding our audience that way, so that 

became a next goal of trying to capitalize on the fact that we were online and we could reach 

anyone with an internet connection instead of having to ship them a print copy. 

Beth: When you went about and noticed these things, oh there’s these new people that are 

coming in that maybe weren’t the people that you had originally written the publication for. 

Did you start out with more of an audience and a focus on the scientific community that you 

knew and understood? Was that who you were going for and then other people showed up? 

Who were you looking for originally and then what happened? Who was actually showing up 

when you started blogging?

Kathryn: So with the print publication, it was always meant for a lay audience so it wasn’t 

specifically supposed to be for the scientists although the scientists did read it, but the 

publication went out first to the scientists at Fermilab and at SLAC and they would share it 

with their friends and family and maybe they would subscribe and were handed out at the 

labs when tour groups came through and when people showed up so they could see what 

was going on and maybe they would subscribe and people outside would subscribe too, but 

it seems to me that the majority of the people who began reading the print publication had 

some tie already to the labs in some way. They knew somebody who worked at the labs or 

they had been there and so when we went online, the one thing that I started doing as an 

intern even was looking for groups on Facebook that were interested in particle physics and 

reaching out to them and letting them know about our blog. We started getting these people 



who had no ties to Fermilab or SLAC and maybe eventually maybe even people who had no 

physical ties to particle physics whatsoever. They just liked science in general and they started 

coming to our website. One of the things that we really had to do for that community was 

find a way to welcome them in because everybody had some tie already and they already felt 

they were a part of particle physics, but we had to make sure that these newcomers who were 

showing up didn’t feel like outsiders when they got here. They had to be able to jump right in 

and feel like they were a part of it.

Beth: How did you do that? What kind of things are you doing to make people that just show 

up from places that you never expect feel that they’re part of it?

Kathryn: We make sure that we talk to that audience with every single article. We don’t want 

to make people follow a link to go back to introductions and explainers in order to understand 

a new article. We want to make sure that every new article is something that could be your 

very first article that you read and you understand it. So making it understandable, but then 

also making it interesting, explaining to people within each article why this matters, why 

this is cool, why should you care about this and how does it relate to what happened before 

what else is happening in the world. Just allowing people to have both that understanding of 

what’s going on and the context to really appreciate why they should read about it. 

Beth: I’m just curious. How do you test that? How do you know whether something is 

understandable?

Kathryn: it’s easier now actually to test now that we are online because before we would send 

out the publication and we would get feedback from people, but you didn’t usually get a 

breakdown of like I spent this much time looking at this particular, I read this one but I didn’t 

understand this one and I just threw out this one. I stopped reading at this one. You never 

really got that breakdown of what happened article to article, but now we publish about three 

times a week and it’s just one article at a time and we’ll send out newsletters that compile 

lists of articles, but generally it’s one article at a time and we send it out and you can see like 

people like this one, they read it. Other publications like this article when they picked it up 

and linked to it and shared it on social media, but you can see what gets popular and that to 

me seems like a good indication that it was something that was understandable and exciting. 



Beth: Yeah, that’s definitely a really good way to see it. It’s about science, but you have a 

pretty wide variety of content, different types of content that you put into the publication. Can 

you talk a little bit about the range of things that you put in and why that range?

Kathryn: We don’t just cover results. We definitely have audiences that are most interested 

in results and what’s happening coming out of the experiments, but we also try to just cover 

the community of particle physics and this is part of that welcoming people into particle 

physics. We try to introduce them to the people who are there. We try to talk to them about 

the culture of particle physics and what it’s like to actually work in particle physics so we’ll 

have profiles of people. We’ll have articles that are features that really follow somebody 

into an interesting work situation that they have because of particle physics. Maybe they’re 

the person who has to go down into a former gold mine and work in a clean room to build 

parts for an experiment that’s looking for dark matter and just telling people these people’s 

stories that these are people like you, but they happen to have a job that is related to this 

fascinating field and it brings them to some interesting places and we try to also look at what 

is the intersection of particle physics and popular culture so anything from particle physics 

kind of pops up and into the consciousness of people who are not always paying attention 

will try to capture that as well. One example is Richard Feinman had this van. Richard Feinman 

is a famous physicist and he had a camper van that he had these equations painted on the 

side. They’re actually Feinman diagrams, named after him because he invented them, and 

Fermilab had the restored Feinman van on display so I went out and talked to people who 

were responsible for getting this van and restoring the van and wrote a story about it and that 

ended up on Car Talks Facebook page.

Beth: Really? 

Kathryn: Which was fantastic.

Beth: That’s so cool!

Kathryn: I imagine that most people who listen to Car Talk had never heard of Symmetry, but 

hopefully they clicked on that link because they care about cars and wanted to hear about 

restoring this old van and maybe they learned a little bit about physics on the way. 



Beth: Right and that’s the thing. You can never underestimate. You don’t always know who is 

interested in what. You go out and do all your research and think like you were saying. Here’s 

Facebook where there’s a bunch of people that are probably interested in particle physics, 

but sometimes when you’re in the weeds or really focusing on what you do, it’s easy to forget 

who else might be interested in it and there’s people out there, like Car Talk that are out 

there looking for things and finding stuff that they think is going to interest their audience 

and that can really sometimes be a surprise to tell you here’s a whole other group that you 

on paper would never have guessed would have been interested in your subject, but you 

know what? Maybe they are, maybe just some of them are. I am a Car Talk listener and I don’t 

know anything about particle physics and I wouldn’t necessarily say ‘wow that would be really 

interesting to me’, but you just never know and you never know what changes in people’s 

lifetimes. Right now I have a son, one son that is in the military learning to fly planes and I 

just spent the weekend with him learning all about like acronyms in the military and jet parts 

and different things like that. My other son is in finance and I hear acronyms from financial. 

Personally I’m not interested in either one of these two things, but my kids are obsessed with 

them so you know, you want to learn about things. You just never know when somebody’s 

interest is going to be piqued by something and why. 

Kathryn: It all depends on how it’s presented. I was thinking about different magazines 

that I enjoy and some of them include like Fast Company and Texas Monthly. I’ve never 

lived in Texas. It’s a great magazine. I just happened to pick it up at some point. Somebody 

mentioned it in my masters program at Northwestern that it was a good magazine. I picked 

it up and when I was going through the airport in Texas at some point and I’m a subscriber 

now. I have nothing to do with Texas, but they just really welcome you into Texas and tell you 

about the culture and it’s written in a fascinating way so even though I have no vested interest 

in Texas, I love Texas Monthly. I hope people come to Symmetry if they have no vested 

interest in particle physics, but they like how it makes them feel. They like that it teaches them 

something. It makes them feel smarter and are part of something and hopefully they’ll keep 

reading. 

Beth: I love what you were telling me before when we were preparing for this, that you 

even include things like poems and which I would have never guessed that that would be 



something that your audience would be interested in, much less that people would write 

poems that would tie into particle physics, but you never know. Because that seems to me 

like “wow”. I mean I can just see you presenting that to somebody going “hey, you know. We 

want to put a poem in this month’s issue” and a lot of people in some of these organizations 

would be like ‘no way’. I would love to know how you came up with the idea to event ry 

that and how did you get everybody to agree and say sure let’s give it a shot and see what 

happens?

Kathryn: So the poem that you’re thinking of, that was something that ran in the New Yorker 

and now I’m forgetting the title of the poem, but maybe I can give it to you later.

Beth: We can put it in the notes definitely.

Kathryn: We saw that there was this poem that ran in the New Yorker that mentioned nutrinos 

and so the idea was to take the poem and I actually wasn’t at the magazine at this time so I 

don’t know all of the back story for this poem, but the idea was to get permission to reprint 

the poem and then go through and kind of annotate it and really explain the nutrinos are 

particles that, it’s a long explanation of what nutrinos are, but they’re basic fundamental 

particles that are constantly flowing through you all the time and there was a poem that 

mentioned these and so we went through and explained the nutrinos. It was a good poem. It 

ran in the New Yorker so it had to be a pretty good poem to make it into the New Yorker, but 

also it let people kind of see the back story and feel a little bit more knowledgeable about 

this poem. Maybe they would get an analysis of how the poem was written and the rhyming 

scheme or the voice of it somewhere else, but Symmetry is the only place they could go to 

find out exactly what it was saying about nutrinos. 

Beth: I think that’s a really key point. It may be a totally different form of writing or something, 

but you still stuck with what if you are the only people that can do something about it. You 

stayed so focused on where you special and what does your audience come to you for and 

the slightly a little bit fun, a little bit engaging, common man. We’re going to dissect this 

poem for you is really smart, but also you utilized something you saw in the New Yorker. I love 

that you took something that’s from a mainstream media that an average person might see 



and managed to pull that into your content stream, which does two things. It kind of connects 

you to the everyday lives of all of your readers and recognizes that even the people that are 

crazy, passionate and totally focused on particle physics, but that’s not the only aspect of their 

lives. They may have to go walk their dog when they get home. So they have other things that 

they’re interested in so to connect people in and to show them that you’re part of the greater 

culture can be a really great way to have people feel more connected to you and then the 

other thing that that does is by connecting yourselves, your organization, your publication to 

something that maybe has a bigger draw than you, the potential then for your to get noticed 

by Car Talk or the New Yorker magazine and capitalize on their recognition and their fame and 

surf that wave a little bit. Did anything come out of that? 

Kathryn: I wasn’t around for that. 

Beth: But the Car Talk kind of thing. 

Kathryn: We got a big spike in our readership that was linked to Car Talk. That actually got 

picked up in a bunch of publications and so it was hard to break down who came from what, 

but anytime we have an article that has this wider appeal then other organizations will start 

to take notice. For the holidays last year, we decided to design some snowflakes that you 

could cut out, but made sure to design the snowflake so that they  had little images in them 

of Einstein and Madam Curry and had a little explanation of who these physicists were on 

the pattern and you could print it out and you could use it to cut out the snowflake and then 

you could put it up on your window or whatever you wanted to do. People did it. People 

tweeted us lots of photos of the snowflakes that they made. Sometimes they designed their 

own snowflakes. There was a really great Nicolette Tesla snowflake that somebody had made, 

but lots of publications picked this up because it was just so creative and interesting. Time 

Magazine on their website linked to our snowflakes because they just thought it was neat and 

so hopefully people who just read Time Magazine and maybe like crafts come to our website 

because they wanted to make these Einstein snowflakes and hopefully they stuck around and 

learned some more about particle physics.  

Beth: That’s really like a key thing there that you’re doing. All these things that are getting 



you like this breakout recognition are all things that are a little different for a  magazine to do. 

It’s not sort of standard operating procedure for a magazine to send, unless you’re Highlights 

Magazine or Martha Stewart Living, they don’t usually include a craft project in too many 

particle physics magazine I wouldn’t think. You’re doing things that maybe seem counter-

intuitive, but they’re working and they’re different, but they’re not randomly different. I mean 

snowflakes are a pretty scientific thing and then you put scientists images on them so you 

didn’t just say we’re going to ask people to send flowers to each other on Valentine’s Day. 

That could have absolutely no connection or purpose to it. You picked something that was fun 

and a little silly and a little totally different for a magazine, but it still was in the people who 

love science kind of world. You know your audience and you’re doing things that are designed 

to sort of delight them and I love that. 

Kathryn: Speaking of Valentine’s Day, people should look us up. We also made some 

valentines last year and they were pretty great. 

Beth: What did you do there?

Kathryn: So actually our intern at the time Tori Remler came up with the idea to do both 

Valentines and anti-Valentines so we had valentines that each had a particle physics pun on 

them because we like puns and for example “my love for you is like dark matter. You can’t see 

it, but it’s always there”.

Beth: I love it. 

Kathryn: We also because we also talk a lot about matter and anti-matter, we wanted to also 

have anti-Valentines for just in case you didn’t have someone who you wanted to give a nice 

valentine to, but you wanted to actually give a rejection letter to so you could be a little bit 

more snarky. We had one “my love for you is like dark matter, still haven’t found it”. 

Beth: Oh.

Kathryn: We had to have a little explanation in the body of the article about each of these 

things that you had the puns for. They were varying degrees of difficulty of kind of nerdiness 



of the puns, so if you didn’t get it you could read the paragraph and hopefully put it together.

Beth: Which is kind of cool because it kind of brings people in on the nerdiness and the 

people that get it and think it’s funny, like people love to be part of a club. They want to be 

part of that tribe and reading your magazine is probably part of that.

Kathryn: And we want them to be there. We’re trying to welcome them in and give them 

an incentive for reading the explanation so that they can get the joke. That’s a pretty great 

reason to learn something so that you can get a joke and share that with your friends.

Beth: Right, exactly. I remember there were certain things I remember teaching my children 

about to make sure that they would get the joke. This is fascinating. How have you changed? I 

mean, have you changed anything once you started to see that different people were coming, 

have you done like conscious things to kind of purposely change to accommodate their 

interests?

Kathryn: Yeah so when we saw that people kind of from outside were coming in and looking 

at Symmetry content, one thing that I did this past year was really try to codify these values 

that we already had and were kind of developing, but that made us valuable to that audience 

so I wrote up a charter for kind of the new version of Symmetry, the one that is online that is 

really for this broad audience of the science interested public and then anyone who wants to 

come by and made sure to write down that we care about journalistic values, that we’re not 

just going to present something just from one lab’s point of view. We want people who come 

to us to really trust that we are a science magazine, that we’re going to act like any other 

science magazine and try to get a variety of opinions and try to look at the big picture and 

really cover the whole international field instead of just focusing on one tiny group of people 

or another. So that’s one thing that we really changed and we saw also that other media 

outlets were picking up our content and we wanted them to feel comfortable doing that so 

we wanted them to take us seriously and consider us a legitimate publication so we really 

wrote it down and every single article we’re going to try to do that. We have breaking news, 

we’re going to contact somebody from outside the experiment to see what they think of it 

instead of just running the press release.



Beth: I think that’s terrific because a lot of times organizations will have a mission statement 

and a vision statement, but they don’t always go all the way through and create things like 

this, which for some people it might be a value statement or a list of values or it might be a 

philosophy. Some people might even call it a manifesto. This charter, I love how you called it 

a charter, it basically says this is why we exist and what we think is important and what we’re 

promising to deliver on a regular basis so it really, I would bet it really does help people know 

what they can expect from you so if someone is saying ‘I wonder if I’m the right person to 

be here’ and they read that and see themselves in it and sees things that they value in it, it 

probably helps them know this is the place for me and for other credible sources to be able to 

know and look at this and see the value especially in the scientific world. I’m sure that’s really 

important. 

Kathryn: Yeah and we also, at least since going online have tried to capitalize on the fact that 

we are online and we can do stuff that we couldn’t do before.

Beth: Like what? What are some things you couldn’t do before?

Kathryn: So even with the valentines, the way that we presented that was fun. We set it up 

so you just saw valentine, anti-valentine. You had to click on it to reveal the card so you didn’t 

see both jokes at once. It would kind of give you an experience of going through it.

Beth: Wow that’s great

Kathryn: And then you could print it out and you could print out as many as you wanted 

and use these valentines and ant-valentines, hand them out to your friends, do whatever you 

want with them. Then had other things like recently we made an interactive standard model 

of particle physics, which sounds like a horribly boring thing, but the standard model is this 

list basically. Kind of like the periodic table of elements for particle physics, but it’s shorter so 

more manageable of just all particles that are the smallest things you can’t break down into 

any smaller parts and we made an interactive standard model so you could click on each of 

the particles and we worked with the Education Department at Fermilab on this too so we 

added in some things that teachers and students might be interested in like the mass of the 

particle and other little properties of the particle, but then we also had a little and gave a 



few sentences of why this particle is interesting, what this particle does, what is something 

interesting from this particle’s history so that if you know nothing about standard model and 

you keep seeing it in science articles and you’re very confused, you can go to this and click on 

the top and see that it is surprisingly heavy. It’s much heavier than all the other particles and 

we’re not sure why and just learn something interesting about it.

Beth: That’s great, like a little bio.

Kathryn: We couldn’t have done this interactive thing in the print publication and also we like 

using gifs every once in awhile. We made some Halloween costume suggestions and made 

little animated gifs of each of the Halloween costume suggestions that were pretty fun and 

we could share them on social media and they had some motion to them so they would catch 

your eye. 

Beth: That is funny. Do you have links to them that I can share?

Kathryn: Sure. 

Beth: I will get Kathryn to send me links to these Halloween and Valentine’s Day and the 

snowflakes so you can all take a look at what some of the things that they are doing. So 

you’ve talked about so many different things and a publication is a lot and it’s a lot of work. If 

there are people out there who have not yet tried to do anything like a regular publication or 

they have a print publication and they’ve been wondering if they can either add some online 

or eventually switch over and for some people, switching over to an all online publication 

would be great, like what Kathryn’s done, and other people, if you go back and listen to 

the episode that we did with Michelle Brinson who writes a publication and it’s a donor 

publication, they stay with print and it’s been tremendously financially successful. Ultimately 

you have to make sure what you’re trying to do and Kathryn’s organization’s goal was to 

spread this message. They’re not looking to raise funds off of it. That’s correct, right?

Kathryn: Yes, that’s correct.

Beth: Right, you’re not looking for individual donors to give a dollar to name a new or 



something like that.

Kathryn: No. We should think about that.

Beth: Hey, you never know. Do a crowd funding campaign on naming the next one. There’s 

always fun things you can try, but that’s not your primary goal. Your primary goal is about 

spreading awareness and interest and educating about this field. With that being the goal, 

switching to a medium that more people can access it at a lower cost, which also gives you 

technical opportunities to both track who is accessing it and whether it’s actually doing that 

and living up to that goal and lets you try things that are more techno. Scientists tend to 

be more technical people and like the weird things that you can do online that you can’t 

necessarily do in print. In some ways because of even the subject matter of what you do 

online is probably an additionally good suggestion. If there are people out there that are 

listening and say ‘it’s gone so well for them. We’ve been getting people pushing us to try 

this’, do you have a suggestion of where people should focus their time or energy and start?

Kathryn: I know for us it was really nice that we started out with that blog. We just had 

a blog set up on WordPress and that was free. It was something we could come in and 

customize, but we didn’t have to have a big project to get it set up at first and the blog was a 

supplement in publication and so we could try things out on the blog. We can see what kind 

of voice the blog should have. We could see what kinds of things people responded to. At 

the time we had comments. We actually deleted our comments, that’s another story. 

Beth: i should probably do a whole session on comments. 

Kathryn: Comment sections can be really great if you’re just trying to reach out and find your 

audience. It’s a nice way to get feedback from people. If you just start out somewhere small, 

like start out with a blog that’s not going to be a huge investment of time and money. Then 

you can kind of experiment and see what’s going on, see what works and move that into 

something bigger and more developed if it seems like that’s a good idea for you.

Beth: That’s a great idea. I love that because there’s an aspect of being able to do that 

that’s totally free and in a lot of ways can be done in house in a weekend to put something 



up and put it out there and start slow. It’s so easy to think I’ve got to make this big decision 

and it’s nice to know that you guys didn’t. You didn’t just wake up one day, shut down the 

print magazine and open up Symmetry in its current form and and I think I said recently with 

somebody else, there’s an online person online named Amy that teaches online marketing and 

she often says don’t compare your middle to somebody else’s end. When people do go in 

and look at what you’ve done and what the magazine looks like, it’s beautiful and impressive 

and comprehensive and there’s a lot of moving parts to getting it to where you are now I’m 

guessing. It doesn’t just happen over night and you’re a full time editor. What’s your staff like? 

Who is involved in creating this?

Kathryn: So we have a couple of writers who are pretty consistent at SLAC and then a couple 

of writers who are consistent at Fermilab and they also have interns come through, like my 

former job there and we have somebody who writes for Symmetry at on the border of France 

and Switzerland also, but we also have a freelance budget and so a lot of the people who 

write for us are former interns or they’re people that I know from science writing conferences 

and every once in a while we’ll get somebody from another national lab to write for us. I 

would love for them to write more for us

Beth: Now the website, it’s all on a website. Now did you stay in WordPress or did you move 

to some technology?

Kathryn: We moved over to Droople, but the writers here and myself, we didn’t do that 

move. We have contractors who do the web stuff, in Chicago and we have contractors who do 

the design who started out with us at the publication and have now moved online with us and 

so

Beth: Oh that’s great!

Kathryn: They’re having fun. This is Sandbox Studio in Chicago and they’re having fun kind of 

experimenting with what they can do online as well with us.

Beth: Now why would you go to Droople from WordPress?



Kathryn: We went to Droople from WordPress because you could just have more control 

over the design and you could control more of what the back end looked like so what the 

experience was like for people who had to do the posting.

Beth: Have you been happy with it?

Kathryn: Yeah, it’s been great. 

Beth: I’m a WordPress girl. I love WordPress and how it works, but you’re right. There are 

certain features and functionality that Droople just does really, really well and it’s always good 

to think about exactly what you said, the back end. A lot of times people get really frustrated 

with WordPress because they’re using an out of the box template solution and everyone 

thinks it should be easy and it’s not. Once the website is done and looks pretty, then you go in 

to do the updating on the back end and you realize you can’t do a lot of what you want to do 

or think you do without a lot of customization and unless you have a really great programmer, 

you’re not always going to get that so I think that’s a really great point to make sure we’re 

leaving people with is you still need some extra help to get this off the ground and it’s easy 

to think you’re going to get rid of print and all of your costs are going to go away because 

you can put up, it’s really not true so the world exists to kind of make money because things 

always have expenses so what you end up not spending in print and in printing and in mailing 

and in print design, you’re spending it on line design and website building and maintenance 

and updates and customization. The money goes somewhere. How does your budget sit now?

Kathryn: It’s still cheaper than printing.

Beth: Exactly, but it doesn’t go from a million to zero.

Kathryn: No. We’re actually going through a redesign. That’s another cost to consider. You 

shouldn’t just put your website up and expect it to just look the same forever. We originally 

went online around 2011 and so it’s been awhile, but we’re actually just about to roll out 

a redesign of the site that really modernizes the look of it and changes how some of the 

functionality of it because a lot of what we did originally was to make sure these publication 

readers followed us online so used a lot of the same terminology from the publication that our 



new audience is not familiar with and will not understand so we really tried to think about that 

general audience when we did the redesign, but that’s something that takes time and money 

as well going through the redesign process.

Beth: Absolutely and I think that’s an important point. It’s all an evolution. Your first version 

of it may be something to bring your print readers along that maybe doesn’t capitalize on 

every wonderful technology or the complete uniqueness that’s available online and that’s 

okay because if the goal is to maintain those print people you might need to give them those 

touch points that they’re familiar with and as people get more comfortable and just accept 

that this is how it;s going to be, that you can then move forward and do another iteration. 

It’s sort of painful sometimes for people to realize that with all the money that then goes into 

a website that you have to do it again in 2-3 years usually. We’re actually moving to a bit of 

methodology around doing a sort of what’s the top 20% of what you need website and just 

constantly evolving it, like every couple of months as opposed to letting it jump up into the 

top of the bell curve and then instantly start sliding down into the trough of sorrows where 

your website does nothing that you want it to do and you’re just ready to go crazy with it. I 

think these are important things, that there’s still going to be ongoing costs and redesigns 

necessary and sometimes platform changes and you’ve got to make the best decisions that 

you have with what you need to do right now knowing that in a few years there’s going to 

be an opportunity to look at it again. Kathryn, could you share your contact information and 

information on the publication so everyone can check it out and follow up with you if they 

happen to have a question or something?

Kathryn: Sure. You can reach me at my email. That’s KJepsen@SLAC.stanford.edu. SLAC is 

associated with Stanford in case you didn’t know and then you can follow Symmetry on Twitter 

@SymmetryMag and find us on Facebook. That’s also Symmetry Mag and on Google+ and 

you can see the website at SymmetryMagazine.org.

Beth: Fabulous. Well I will put links to all of that in the show notes and thank you again for 

joining me today and talking about your project and sharing everything that you know with 

both me and the nonprofit community.



Kathryn: Sure. It was fun.


