
How	  the	  media	  covers	  science	  	  

Interna2onal	  Centre	  for	  Theore2cal	  Physics	  
Trieste,	  Italy	  

Monday,	  17	  October	  2011	  

David	  Dickson,	  	  
Editor,	  SciDev.Net	  



www.scidev.net 

1.	  Why	  researchers	  need	  to	  communicate	  	  
2.	  How	  does	  the	  media	  report	  science?	  
3.How	  is	  the	  media	  doing?	  
4.	  What	  Is	  the	  situa2on	  in	  developing	  countries?	  
4.	  A	  case	  study:	  “Climategate”	  
5.	  Working	  with	  the	  media	  

Summary	  



www.scidev.net 

1.	  Why	  do	  researchers	  need	  to	  communicate?	  	  
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1.  Tell	  people	  about	  their	  work,	  its	  results	  and	  its	  
significance	  

2.  Receive	  comments	  and	  feedback	  from	  others	  on	  
their	  work	  

Researchers	  communicate	  in	  order	  to:	  
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1.  Professional	  colleagues	  

2.  Friends	  and	  family	  

3.  InsKtuKons	  that	  support	  –	  and	  benefit	  from	  –	  our	  
work	  

4.  Other	  individuals	  and	  social	  insKtuKons	  that	  can	  
make	  use	  of	  our	  research	  

Researchers	  communicate	  with	  …	  	  
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Policymakers	  need	  accurate,	  2mely	  and	  reliable	  
informaKon	  about	  the	  role	  of	  science	  and	  
technology	  in	  mee2ng	  development	  objec2ves.	  

Context	  :	  
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Public	  understanding	  of,	  and	  engagement	  in,	  science	  and	  
technology	  promotes	  open	  and	  democra2c	  debate	  
about	  the	  promises	  they	  offer	  and	  how	  to	  deal	  with	  
their	  potenKally	  negaKve	  consequences. 

Context	  (con2nued):	  
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The	  communicaKon	  of	  accurate	  and	  accessible	  
informaKon	  about	  science	  to	  both	  policy-‐makers	  and	  
the	  wider	  community	  is	  essenKal	  …	  

1.  To	  achieve	  social	  and	  economic	  development	  
2.  To	  ensure	  adequate	  and	  conKnued	  support	  for	  

scienKfic	  research	  

Therefore:	  
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Remember:	  	  
“If	  you	  can’t	  explain	  your	  research	  to	  the	  cleaning	  

lady,	  it’s	  not	  worth	  doing.”	  
	   	   	   	   	  Ernest	  Rutherford	  
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The	  media	  has	  a	  central	  role	  in	  
making	  all	  this	  happen	  

And:	  
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2.	  How	  does	  the	  media	  report	  on	  
science?	  	  	  
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What	  makes	  a	  story	  newsworthy?	  
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• 	  New(s)	  –	  i.e.	  Kme-‐related	  event	  
• 	  So	  what?	  
• 	  Change/impact	  
• 	  Conflict/controversy	  
• 	  Tangible/concrete	  
• 	  Proximity/local	  relevance	  
• 	  Personal	  relevance	  
• 	  Rarity	  	  

What	  does	  a	  reader	  look	  for	  in	  a	  news	  story	  
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• 	  Topicality	  
• 	  Significance	  
• 	  Relevance	  
• 	  Interest	  	  

Any	  news	  story	  must	  therefore	  meet	  criteria	  of	  	  



Background: the role of the media is … 

•  To inform 

•  To entertain 

•  To educate 

and (above all) 

•  To make money 

 



What	  are	  the	  implicaKons	  of	  this	  for	  the	  
media’s	  coverage	  of	  science?	  



To	  inform	  (posi2ve)	  

•  Draws	  a^enKon	  to	  important	  new	  scienKfic	  
discoveries	  

•  IdenKfies	  the	  potenKal	  impact	  new	  
discoveries	  

•  Highlights	  controversies	  that	  may	  be	  
created	  by	  new	  scienKfic	  discoveries	  



To	  inform	  (nega2ve)	  

•  Can	  make	  science	  seem	  dry	  and	  off-‐pu`ng	  
(parKcularly	  if	  badly	  wri^en)	  

•  Can	  encourage	  deference	  to	  the	  authority	  of	  
“experts”	  

•  Can	  place	  science	  on	  a	  pedestal	  and	  
discourage	  interacKon	  with	  non-‐scienKsts	  



To	  entertain	  (posi2ve)	  

•  SKmulates	  interest	  
•  Makes	  science	  accessible	  and	  enjoyable	  
•  Encourages	  engagement	  

	  



To	  entertain	  (nega2ve)	  

•  Can	  oversimplify	  or	  trivialise	  scienKfic	  
results	  



To	  educate	  (posi2ve)	  

•  Can	  provide	  both	  members	  of	  the	  
public	  and	  policy-‐makers	  with	  
important	  informaKon	  about	  science	  

•  Can	  compensate	  for	  inadequacies	  of	  
science	  teaching	  in	  schools	  



To	  educate	  (nega2ve)	  

•  Can	  “switch	  off”	  readers	  if	  wriKng	  becomes	  
too	  didacKc	  or	  badly	  explained	  



To	  make	  money	  (posi2ve)	  

•  Can	  ensure	  that	  science	  stories	  are	  wri^en	  
in	  a	  way	  that	  a^racts	  the	  interests	  of	  
potenKal	  readers	  



To	  make	  money	  (nega2ve)	  

•  Science	  coverage	  can	  be	  cut	  if	  it	  fails	  to	  
help	  a^ract	  adverKsing	  

•  “CirculaKon	  wars”	  can	  provoke	  
exaggerated	  reporKng	  (e.g.	  reporKng	  
on	  “mad	  cow	  disease”	  in	  the	  UK)	  
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3.	  How	  is	  the	  media	  doing?	  
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Results	  of	  a	  study	  carried	  out	  in	  2009	  in	  the	  UK	  
by	  researchers	  from	  the	  University	  of	  Cardiff	  

A	  	  report	  based	  on:	  	  
•  42	  survey	  responses	  from	  UK	  naKonal	  science,	  health,	  

environment,	  and	  technology	  news	  journalists;	  	  
•  47	  interviews	  with	  current	  and	  former	  UK	  naKonal	  

science,	  health,	  and	  environment	  news	  journalists	  
•  Five	  interviews	  with	  senior	  editors	  at	  BBC	  News,	  ITN,	  

and	  The	  Times	  newspape	  



Numbers	  of	  science	  journalists:	  
	  
The	  period	  1989	  and	  2005	  saw	  an	  unprecedented	  rise	  in	  
the	  numbers	  of	  science,	  health,	  and	  environment	  
journalists	  in	  the	  UK	  naKonal	  news	  media	  (numbers	  
almost	  doubled	  from	  43	  to	  82.5).	  	  
	  
But	  most	  of	  this	  historic	  increase	  occurred	  in	  the	  '90s,	  
and	  since	  2005	  there	  has	  been	  a	  period	  of	  slight	  decline	  
on	  the	  broad	  science	  beat.	  



Increasing	  pres2ge	  and	  growing	  appe2te	  for	  science	  
stories:	  
	  
Long-‐term	  increases	  in	  the	  human	  resources	  devoted	  to	  
covering	  science	  have	  developed	  alongside	  an	  increasing	  
respect	  for	  science	  specialists	  within	  newsrooms	  
	  
Many	  report	  the	  appeKte	  for	  science	  news	  is	  high,	  and	  
that	  they	  are	  omen	  asked	  to	  contribute	  specialist	  editorial	  
advice.	  



Increasing	  workloads:	  
	  
Workload	  increases	  have	  been	  widespread	  and	  are	  omen	  
problemaKc.	  	  
	  
Although	  the	  number	  of	  journalists	  employed	  on	  the	  
science	  beat	  has	  not	  risen	  in	  the	  last	  five	  years,	  reporters	  
state	  that	  workloads	  have	  increased	  significantly.	  	  
	  
Most	  of	  these	  workload	  rises	  can	  be	  a^ributed	  to	  
increasing	  cross-‐planorm	  and	  mulK-‐media	  journalism	  and	  
the	  rise	  of	  internet	  news.	  



Time	  for	  checking	  facts	  and	  researching	  stories:	  
	  
Workload	  pressures	  have	  had	  detrimental	  effects	  on	  how	  
specialist	  science	  news	  journalists	  work.	  	  
	  
Almost	  half	  (46%)	  of	  respondents	  reported	  they	  had	  less	  
Kme	  to	  research	  and	  fact-‐check	  stories	  than	  previously	  
	  
One	  fimh	  (22%)	  said	  they	  did	  not	  have	  enough	  Kme	  to	  
sufficiently	  fact-‐check	  their	  stories.	  



The	  problem	  of	  "pack	  journalism“	  
	  
Specialist	  reporters	  complain	  they	  are	  expected	  to	  rely	  
too	  much	  on	  "diary	  stories",	  and	  are	  not	  given	  enough	  
Kme	  for	  independent	  and	  original	  journalisKc	  work.	  	  
	  
In	  many	  news	  outlets,	  this	  can	  lead	  to	  a	  centralised	  news-‐
desk-‐driven	  homogenisaKon	  of	  science	  news	  coverage.	  



The	  dominance	  of	  the	  diary	  
	  
Many	  news	  journalists	  say	  they	  do	  not	  have	  enough	  Kme	  
for	  "original	  journalism“.	  	  
	  
One	  journalist	  referred	  to	  press	  releases	  as	  "low-‐hanging	  
fruit"	  because	  they	  are	  "easy	  stuff	  to	  turn	  around".	  	  
	  
Only	  23%	  of	  respondents	  said	  most	  of	  their	  stories	  
originated	  with	  acKve	  journalisKc	  invesKgaKon	  	  
	  
46%	  say	  they	  are	  more	  usually	  the	  passive	  recipients	  of	  
news	  story	  ideas	  from	  sources.	  



The	  rise	  of	  science	  public	  rela2ons	  
	  
There	  is	  a	  general	  sense	  that	  PR	  has	  become	  an	  
increasingly	  important	  and	  unavoidable	  presence.	  	  
	  
23%	  of	  respondents	  believe	  science	  specialists	  rely	  on	  PR	  
too	  much,	  and	  25%	  use	  more	  PR	  than	  previously.	  	  
	  
Many	  interviewees	  complained	  that	  much	  Kme	  is	  spent	  
trying	  to	  convince	  news	  desks	  not	  to	  run	  poor-‐quality	  
"bad	  science"	  stories	  they	  have	  seen	  on	  the	  news	  wires	  
and/or	  in	  eye-‐catching	  press	  releases.	  



The	  future	  of	  specialist	  science	  news	  in	  the	  UK	  media:	  
	  
Despite	  the	  gloomy	  picture,	  most	  specialists	  do	  not	  
believe	  their	  beat	  is	  under	  serious	  long-‐term	  threat.	  	  
	  
Most	  do	  not	  think	  that	  science	  news	  has	  been	  hit	  any	  
harder	  than	  other	  specialist	  patches.	  	  
	  
56%	  of	  survey	  respondents	  disagreed	  that	  science	  
specialists	  are	  a	  dying	  breed	  in	  the	  UK	  (although	  53%	  also	  
disagreed	  that	  there	  would	  be	  more	  science	  journalists	  in	  
the	  UK	  in	  ten	  years'	  Kme).	  



4.	  Is	  the	  situa2on	  in	  developing	  
countries	  any	  beYer?	  





The	  evidence:	  
	  
•  Increase	  in	  space	  allocated	  to	  science	  stories	  

•  A	  growing	  interest	  in	  science	  and	  an	  increasing	  desire	  
from	  editors	  to	  publish	  science	  arKcles.	  	  

	  
•  New	  interest	  on	  behalf	  of	  media	  organisaKons	  in	  

promoKng	  science	  as	  a	  means	  of	  development.	  
	  
•  More	  internaKonal	  a^enKon	  is	  being	  paid	  to	  issues	  

such	  as	  global	  warming.	  	  
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Climategate	  

5:	  Case	  studies	  



The	  story:	  
	  
ScienKsts	  at	  the	  University	  of	  East	  Anglia	  were	  found	  to	  
have	  destroyed	  some	  emails	  concerning	  the	  conclusions	  
of	  their	  research	  on	  climate	  change,	  and	  to	  have	  spoken	  
loosely	  in	  others	  about	  their	  use	  of	  evidence.	  	  
	  
The	  press	  coverage:	  
	  
Press	  coverage	  of	  the	  issue	  turned	  the	  acKon	  of	  the	  
scienKsts	  into	  a	  conspiracy	  designed	  to	  cover	  up	  their	  
manipulaKon	  of	  data.	  	  





The	  resolu2on:	  
	  
Several	  inquiries	  into	  the	  scienKsts’	  acKons	  cleared	  them	  
of	  any	  wrong-‐doing,	  and	  concluded	  that	  their	  acKons	  had	  
had	  no	  impact	  on	  the	  underlying	  science.	  
	  
The	  impact:	  
	  
ReporKng	  of	  the	  issue	  fanned	  growing	  scepKcism	  about	  
man-‐made	  global	  warming,	  and	  led	  to	  accusaKons	  that	  
the	  scienKsts	  were	  primarily	  moKvated	  by	  their	  need	  for	  
grant	  money.	  
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• 	  New(s)	  –	  i.e.	  Kme-‐related	  event	  
• 	  So	  what?	  
• 	  Change/impact	  
• 	  Conflict/controversy	  
• 	  Tangible/concrete	  
• 	  Proximity/local	  relevance	  
• 	  Personal	  relevance	  	  
• 	  Rarity	  	  

Criteria	  for	  a	  news	  story	  
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• 	  Topicality?	  
• 	  Significance?	  
• 	  Relevance?	  
• 	  Interest	  
• 	  but	  …	  
• 	  Was	  it	  really	  important?	  
• What	  was	  the	  real	  “story	  behind	  the	  story”?	  

So	  which	  criteria	  does	  it	  meet?	  	  
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6:	  Working	  with	  the	  press	  	  



Summary	  of	  guidelines	  for	  scien2sts	  working	  
with	  the	  media	  
	  
Royal	  Society	  	  
March	  2000	  



Perspec2ve	  	  
	  
When	  a	  journalist	  	  contacts	  you,	  think	  about	  who	  he	  or	  
she	  represents,	  and	  how	  this	  will	  affect	  the	  way	  they	  
treat	  your	  work.	  	  
	  
A	  daily	  broadsheet	  newspaper	  will	  have	  a	  different	  
perspecKve	  from	  a	  popular	  tabloid,	  and	  is	  likely	  to	  be	  
looking	  for	  different	  types	  of	  informaKon.	  	  



Deadlines	  	  
	  
Respect	  the	  deadlines	  to	  which	  journalists	  have	  to	  work.	  	  
	  
Respond	  promptly	  to	  media	  enquiries.	  If	  they	  ask	  for	  
informaKon	  in	  a	  couple	  of	  hours,	  they	  usually	  mean	  it.	  	  
	  
If	  you	  offer	  to	  find	  informaKon	  for	  journalists,	  be	  sure	  
that	  you	  can	  meet	  their	  deadlines.	  



Compe22on	  	  
	  
News	  stories	  about	  science	  have	  to	  compete	  against	  the	  
other	  stories	  that	  appear	  each	  day.	  	  
	  
A	  reporter	  must	  make	  a	  case	  to	  the	  news	  editor,	  who	  makes	  
the	  final	  decision	  about	  whether	  a	  science	  story	  should	  
receive	  coverage	  amer	  it	  has	  been	  wri^en	  and	  filed.	  	  
	  
To	  give	  your	  story	  the	  best	  chance	  of	  appearing,	  think	  about	  
angles,	  photographs,	  graphics,	  colour	  and	  background	  that	  
can	  help	  the	  reporter	  to	  win	  over	  the	  editor.	  



Content	  (1)	  
	  
Science	  stories	  need	  to	  appeal	  to	  an	  audience	  or	  readership	  
that	  may	  have	  li^le	  knowledge	  of	  science.	  	  
	  
Explain	  your	  work	  in	  simple,	  everyday	  language	  and	  avoid	  
jargon.	  Imagine	  you	  are	  trying	  to	  explain	  it	  to	  a	  friend	  over	  a	  
drink.	  	  
	  
If	  you	  have	  to	  use	  a	  technical	  term,	  explain	  what	  it	  means.	  
Think	  imaginaKvely	  about	  the	  possible	  implicaKons	  and	  
applicaKons	  of	  your	  work.	  	  



Content	  (2)	  
	  
When	  describing	  the	  results	  of	  your	  research,	  highlight	  what	  
is	  novel	  or	  unexpected.	  	  
	  
Highlight	  other	  notable	  features	  that	  might	  add	  personal	  
interest	  (for	  example,	  a	  sense	  of	  the	  bizarre).	  	  
	  
Explain	  the	  impact	  your	  work	  might	  have	  on	  the	  audience	  or	  
readership.	  
	  
Be	  prepared	  to	  talk	  about	  the	  wider	  implicaKons,	  such	  as	  
ethics	  or	  funding	  issues.	  	  



Approach	  	  
	  
Some	  media	  have	  staff	  who	  specialise	  in	  reporKng	  
science	  stories,	  although	  you	  may	  be	  contacted	  by	  a	  
reporter	  who	  lacks	  a	  background	  in	  science.	  
	  
But	  even	  reporters	  with	  a	  PhD	  in	  a	  science	  subject	  are	  
unlikely	  to	  know	  much	  about	  your	  specific	  area.	  	  
	  
Don’t	  give	  them	  references	  to	  consult	  in	  a	  library,	  opr	  
even	  refer	  to	  your	  scienKfic	  papers,	  but	  offer	  a	  quick	  
explanaKon.	  	  
	  
Think	  of	  a	  couple	  of	  sentences	  that	  provide	  a	  succinct	  
overview	  of	  your	  work.	  	  



Responsibility	  	  
	  
Act	  responsibly	  when	  dealing	  with	  the	  media.	  	  
	  
Don’t	  exaggerate	  the	  significance	  of	  your	  work.	  Refer	  to	  
similar	  work	  by	  your	  peers	  to	  put	  yours	  in	  context.	  	  
	  
Don’t	  be	  pressurised	  into	  making	  a	  response	  that	  you	  will	  
later	  regret,	  even	  if	  a	  reporter	  asks	  for	  a	  straighnorward	  
yes	  or	  no	  answer,	  .	  	  
	  
If	  you	  do	  not	  know	  the	  answer	  to	  a	  parKcular	  quesKon,	  say	  
so.	  Never	  lie	  as	  your	  statement	  may	  come	  back	  to	  haunt	  
you.	  



AYribu2on	  	  
	  
Avoid	  saying	  “No	  comment”.	  If	  a	  journalist	  thinks	  that	  you	  
are	  trying	  to	  hide	  some	  facts,	  they	  will	  only	  probe	  deeper.	  	  
	  
Be	  very	  careful	  about	  talking	  ‘off	  the	  record’.	  	  	  
	  
If	  you	  have	  established	  a	  degree	  of	  trust	  with	  a	  parKcular	  
journalist,	  he	  or	  she	  may	  use	  you	  for	  an	  ‘off	  the	  record’	  
opinion	  about	  somebody	  else’s	  work.	  	  	  
	  
Remember	  that	  even	  if	  such	  informaKon	  is	  una^ributed,	  it	  
is	  omen	  obvious	  who	  supplied	  it.	  So	  if	  you	  don’t	  want	  it	  to	  
be	  reported,	  don’t	  men2on	  it.	  



Authen2city	  	  
	  
ScienKsts	  also	  have	  a	  responsibility	  to	  help	  journalists	  to	  
establish	  the	  authenKcity	  of	  a	  story.	  
	  
Let	  a	  journalist	  know	  if	  your	  work	  has	  been	  subject	  to	  
peer	  review,	  for	  instance	  by	  submission	  to	  a	  journal,	  or	  
some	  other	  quality	  control	  mechanism.	  



Credibility	  	  
	  
Be	  honest	  about	  your	  competence	  when	  it	  comes	  to	  
commenKng	  on	  an	  issue.	  	  
	  
Make	  clear	  to	  a	  journalist	  what	  your	  direct	  area	  of	  
experKse	  is,	  and	  whether	  your	  comments	  lie	  outside	  it.	  	  
	  
You	  can	  could	  sKll	  offer	  help	  to	  a	  journalsit,	  even	  if	  your	  
experKse	  is	  not	  exactly	  what	  is	  required,	  by,	  for	  example,	  
suggesKng	  the	  names	  of	  other	  scienKsts	  who	  work	  in	  a	  
relevant	  field.	  



Quotes	  	  
	  
There	  will	  not	  usually	  be	  enough	  Kme	  for	  you	  to	  check	  a	  
news	  or	  feature	  story	  before	  it	  is	  broadcast	  or	  printed.	  	  
	  
However	  most	  journalists	  will	  respect	  a	  request	  to	  check	  
quotes	  before	  they	  are	  used,	  but	  make	  sure	  that	  this	  is	  
agreed	  from	  the	  outset.	  	  
	  
Don’t	  be	  surprised	  if	  the	  outcome	  of	  a	  half-‐hour	  interview	  is	  
omen	  just	  one	  or	  two	  short	  quotes.	  



Collabora2on	  	  
	  
If	  you	  are	  collaboraKng	  with	  other	  researchers,	  agree	  
beforehand	  what	  to	  say	  if	  journalists	  contact	  you.	  	  
	  
Remember	  that	  unlike	  technical	  journals,	  there	  is	  no	  onus	  
on	  journalists	  to	  menKon	  every	  researcher	  and	  insKtuKon	  
that	  is	  involved	  in	  a	  project.	  	  
	  
Be	  reasonable	  about	  requests	  to	  give	  appropriate	  credit	  -‐	  
remember	  the	  constraints	  on	  the	  availability	  of	  column	  
inches	  or	  air	  Kme.	  



Contacts	  	  
	  
If	  a	  print	  journalist	  contacts	  you	  for	  a	  comment	  about	  a	  
‘breaking’	  story,	  you	  could	  offer	  to	  write	  an	  opinion	  piece	  
if	  Kme	  and	  space	  allow.	  	  
	  
If	  he	  or	  she	  agrees,	  be	  sure	  at	  the	  outset	  to	  agree	  on	  the	  
terms	  and	  condiKons,	  including	  copyright	  and	  fees.	  	  
	  
If	  journalists	  do	  approach	  you,	  make	  a	  note	  of	  their	  full	  
contact	  details	  -‐	  you	  never	  know	  when	  you	  may	  have	  a	  
story	  that	  you	  can	  take	  to	  them.	  



Correc2ons	  
	  
If	  you	  have	  been	  misquoted	  or	  there	  is	  a	  serious	  factual	  
error,	  contact	  the	  journalist	  se`ng	  out	  your	  concerns.	  	  
	  
You	  can	  also	  write	  to	  clarify	  ma^ers	  and	  ask	  for	  it	  to	  be	  
printed	  on	  a	  le^ers	  page,	  but	  make	  your	  contribuKon	  
brief,	  punchy	  and	  entertaining.	  	  
	  
If	  you	  are	  unable	  to	  achieve	  a	  saKsfactory	  resoluKon,	  
write	  to	  the	  editor	  to	  whom	  the	  journalist	  reports.	  	  
	  
If,	  you	  are	  sKll	  not	  saKsfied	  with	  the	  outcome,	  contact	  the	  
relevant	  media	  ‘watchdog’.	  









www.scidev.net 

For	  more	  details,	  go	  to:	  
	  
hYp://www.scidev.net/en/prac2cal-‐guides/	  
	  
	  
THANK	  YOU	  


