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• Today’s Environment
• Evidence Base
• Call to Action

Presentation Overview
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and

Transparency







What is science?



Science and Research 
Drive Media and Policy



The Precautionary Principle

Public Health Rules

“Practice-based evidence not evidence-based practice”

“Evidence-informed policy”

and

Transdisciplinary Science

Emerging Trends Today



How credible is 
the science?



• “Relationship between funding source and 
conclusion among nutrition-related scientific 
articles”

Lenard Lesser et al, PLoS Medicine 2007

• “Funding source and research report quality in 
nutrition practice-related research”

Esther F. Myers et al,  PLoS One 2011 Volume 6 No. 12

• “Is funding source related to study reporting quality 
in obesity or nutrition randomized control trials in 
top – tier medical journals”

K. A. Kaiser et al, International 
Journal of Obesity 2012

•



Are nutrition, 
energetics and 

obesity different?



As Fuel

As Medicine

As Ethics

As RiskFood

The Landscape

Convergence
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Global Trends in Obesity-Related 
Media Coverage – Q2 2012
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international newspapers and newswires, *and beginning in Q1 2009, online news sources.
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Is science to be 
pursued for “curiosity” 

or used for policy?

From Science To 
Communications to Policy



“The goal of science is to 
influence policy”

Sabrine Kleinert, Editor – The Lancet

European Science Open Forum Session 2012



Apres Le Deluge

“How different is 
scientific coverage in the 
multimedia 24 hour news 

cycle?”
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Preparedness of Journalists
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vs.Consensus Conflict



The Importance of 
Context



Evaluating the Evidence on Accuracy 
and Integrity in Media Coverage

• There is limited research on media coverage of science and 
even less focusing on accuracy and integrity

• Public understanding serves as a surrogate or marker for 
media coverage accuracy and integrity

• The research on a targeted scientific issue or question is more 
in-depth

• Researchers are predominantly at university schools of 
journalism

• The research often reflects the scientists’ perspective on 
media coverage

• There is an underlying current of distrust from information 
sources to funding

• There is a gap between scientists and journalists that has yet 
to be bridged



“Sound-Bite Science: On the Brevity of Science and 
Scientific Experts in Western European Television 

News” 
Piet Verhoeven, Science Communication, 

Sep. 2010

Findings:
• Science has a marginal presence in television news
• The ‘science news’ is about technology or the natural 

sciences



“Taking stock: A meta-analysis of studies on the 
media’s coverage of science”

Mike Schaefer, Public Understanding of 
Science, Aug 2012

Findings:
• The research field grew significantly in the past few years and 

employs a variety of research strategies and methods
• But it is biased in three ways: (overemphasizing) mainly 

natural sciences (and namely biosciences and medicine), 
Western countries, and print media



“A Question of Accuracy: How Journalists and 
Scientists Report Research on Hazards”

Eleanor Singer, Journal of 
Communication, Fall 1990

Finding:

Most media reports, in the process of making science lively 
and acceptable, introduce some errors of omission, 
emphasis, or fact.



“Science on the Web: Student Evaluations of 
Scientific Arguments”

Sarah Brem et al, Discourse Processes, 
June 2011

Finding:

Web sites present challenges relating to multiple layers of 
argument, missing evidence and evidence that cannot be 
corroborated, and insufficient detail.



“Trends in science coverage: a content analysis of 
three US newspapers”

Marianne Pellechia, Public 
Understanding of Science, 1997

Findings:

• Articles frequently omitted methodological and contextual 
information

• These omissions are most often mentioned as critical for a 
complete journalistic account of science



Table 4.  Contextual Information Presented in Mentions of Dietary 
Harms and Benefits

1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005

Scientific evidence cited 15% 34% 18% 6% 21% 25%

Risk/benefit group 15% 12% 13% 16% 17% 18%

Amount consumed 31% 14% 13% 7% 13% 13%

Frequency of consumption 7% 10% 10% 4% 13% 13%

Cumulative effect 1% 2% 1% 1% 2% 2%

Total assertions 2496 1921 4432 4299 3284 3413

Nancy Wellman et al, Nutrition Today 
May /June 2011 

IFIC Foundation “Trends in News Media 
Reporting of Food and Health Issues” 

1995-2005



Findings:
• Press releases do not routinely highlight study limitations or 

the role of industry funding
• Data are often presented using formats that may 

exaggerate the perceived importance of findings

“Press Releases -Translating Research Into 
News”

Steven Woloshin et al, Journal of 
the American Medical Association, 2002 



“Assessing Mass Media Reporting of Disease-
Related Genetic Discoveries Development of an 

Instrument and Initial Findings”
Eliza Mountcastle-Shah, Science 
Communications, June 2003 

Findings:

• One-third of stories exaggerated the benefits of the 
discovery

• One-third presented a balanced selection of expert 
opinion



Findings:
• Although usually accurate, the stories contained only 45.5 ±

13.8% (mean ± SD) of relevant items
• Stories appearing on television and stories reporting 

discoveries of genes for rare diseases were the least complete
• To increase the quality of media reports about genetic 

discoveries, stories should include more relevant items and be 
written by journalists skilled in science writing

• Scientists will have to resist the tendency to exaggerate

“The Quality of Media Reports on Discoveries 
Related to Human Genetic Diseases”

Neil Holtzman et al, 
Public Health Genomics, 2005  



“Do the print media “hype” genetic research? 
A comparison of newspaper stories and peer-

reviewed research papers”
Tania Bubela et al, Canadian Medical 
Association Journal (CMAJ) 2004 

Findings:

• The majority of newspaper articles accurately convey the 
results of and reflect the claims made in scientific journal 
articles

• However there is overemphasis on benefits and under-
representation of risks in both scientific and newspaper 
articles



“The Media and Chemical Risk”
Center for Media and Public Affairs, 

George Mason University, 2009

Finding:
90 percent or more say media coverage of risk lacks
balance, and the media don’t distinguish good studies from 
bad ones.



Media Monitor Summer 2009



Finding:
There is an interdependent and possibly problematic relationship 
between health sources and journalists that shapes the research 
and the translation of that health research to the public. 

“Fit to Print: A Natural History of Obesity 
Research in the Canadian News Media”

Stephannie Roy et al, Canadian Journal of 
Communication, 2007



“Manufacturing doubt: journalists' roles and the 
construction of ignorance in a scientific 

controversy”
S. Holly Stocking, Public Understanding of 

Science, Jan 2009

Finding:

Those with vested interests attempt to manipulate  journalists' 
contributions to the social construction of ignorance in 
scientific controversies.



“Conflicting stories about public scientific 
controversies: Effects of news convergence and 

divergence on scientists’ credibility”
Jacob Jensen et al, Public Understanding 

of Science, Aug 2012

Finding:

Surveys suggest that approximately one third of news 
consumers have encountered conflicting reports of the 
same information.



“Evaluating Understanding of Popular Press 
Reports of Health Research”

William Yeaton et al, 
Health Education and Behavior, 1990 

Findings:

• The overall rate of reader misunderstanding approached 40% 

• The range was between one third and one half for each of 16 
articles representing five health topics



Findings:
• Consistent with prior research on health science 

communication in other countries, there are undisclosed 
costs and risks, emphasized benefits, unrevealed financial 
conflicts of interest, and exaggerated claims in Italian print 
media

• The risk for a story about a new medical approach to be 
unbalanced is almost 9 times higher with respect to stories 
about any other kind of health science-related topics

• This raises again the fundamental issue whether popular 
media is detrimental rather than useful to public health

“The Unbearable Lightness of Health Science 
Reporting: A Week Examining Italian Print Media”

Luca Iaboli et al, PLoS One, May 2010



Figure 1. Newspapers collection and articles selection for the present database.

Iaboli L, Caselli L, Filice A, Russi G, et al. (2010) The Unbearable Lightness of Health Science Reporting: A Week Examining Italian 
Print Media. PLoS ONE 5(3): e9829. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0009829
http://www.plosone.org/article/info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0009829



“The gap between scientists and journalists: 
the case of mercury science in Québec’s press”

Marie-Evie Maille, Public Understanding of 
Science, Jan. 2010

Finding:

There are different sources of frustration felt by both 
protagonists (scientists and journalists): both questions as 
to the scientists’ revision of the journalists’ text and the 
journalists’ lack of accuracy



“Public Praises Science; Scientists Fault Public, 
Media”

Pew Research Center for People and the Press, 2009

Finding:
About three-quarters (76%) of scientists say it is a major 
problem for science that news reports do not effectively 
distinguish between well-founded scientific findings and 
those that are less well-founded.



Pew Research Center  July 2009



“Scientists are talking, but mostly to each other: a 
quantitative analysis of research represented in 

mass media” 
Julie Suleski, Public Understanding of 
Science, Jan. 2010

Findings:

• Scientific literacy is declining despite growing public interest 
and scientific output

• Reliance on journal publication and subsequent coverage by 
the media as the sole form of communication en masse is 
failing to communicate science to the public



“News stories about science are different 
from those about politics or business, 
because the role of critical review has 
already been performed. Accuracy is 

paramount”
Petroc Sumner et al, Guardian

Blog Oct. 2011

Finding:
We believe that uncurbed press freedom in 
science reporting, particularly in the tabloids, 
comes at an unacceptably high price: a price 
that is ultimately paid by the media consumer 
through a diet of inaccuracy, bias and, in some 
cases, fabricated embellishment. Encouraging 
even less dialogue between journalists and 
scientists is the last thing we should be doing.
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The Science of Science 
Communication

National Academies of Science 
2012

“I’m advocating something different than the usual 
paradigm of education… We need to take a page from 
the anti-science people – they use intuition and gist 
to process their information.  We have to compete 

with those folks on an equal playing field…
We have data in our use of ‘gist’ – we offer context.”

Valerie Reyna, Cornell University



Engage the Journalists

“Journalists are more compelled to 
understand scientists than scientists 

are journalists.”

American Association for the Advancement of Sciences (AAAS)


