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EDITORIAL

Meet the press!
Science has always impacted people’s lives, and the 
public has in turn influenced science policies to a cer-
tain degree; what is new is that this reciprocity has 
become more direct. Nowadays, the public decides 
on major science-related issues, such as funding 
of stem cell research, by casting their votes. A cer-
tain amount of scientific literacy is thus critical for 
people to make informed decisions. The lay public’s 
main source of information on science is the general 
media, but it would be wrong to put all the respon-
sibility for correct presentation of scientific findings 
on journalists⎯scientists are also responsible for how 
their work gets presented to the public.

Unfortunately good communication between 
researcher and reporter cannot always be taken for 
granted. When the First Amendment Center, an 
educational organization affiliated with Vanderbilt 
University, conducted a survey in 2000 among both 
journalists and scientists to assess the impressions 
each had of the other, the results did not show a pic-
ture of mutual trust and dialogue.

A number of journalists criticized that science pro-
fessionals often talk in jargon rather than plain lan-
guage, have trouble summarizing important findings 
and find it difficult to put new discoveries in a larger 
context relevant for the public. And many scientists 
did not trust the ability of journalists to understand 
complex issues or the tentativeness of certain results. 
Some even accused reporters of being more interested 
in spectacular headlines than true context.

Given these difficulties, it may be tempting for 
researchers to avoid contact with the press altogether 
for fear of being misunderstood or misquoted. But 
considering the importance of the media for provid-
ing information to an influential public, opting out of 
this communication does a disservice to everyone. A 
public ill-educated about the advances and challenges 
of research may not be interested in voting to deter-
mine policies on, for example, science education or 
funding, or worse yet, may fall for propaganda from 
ideological or political groups who try to sway public 
opinion with unsound arguments.

To improve the dialogue between researchers and 
media, a good starting point for a scientist is to put 
himself in the shoes of a reporter. Journalists writing 
for the science section of magazines or newspapers 

often have a generic science background, but are by no 
means experts in every area. Moreover, they often face 
time constraints and competition for space. As Mark 
Henderson, a science correspondent at The Times in 
London describes it: “We don’t have a designated sci-
ence section, so I have to compete with crime, politics 
and others for a good story.” This, however, does not 
mean that reporters are only interested in flashy head-
lines and ignore the facts. Neither scientists nor jour-
nalists like mistakes in their work, and most reporters 
work hard to avoid them.

Therefore, they rely on the support of scientists to 
help them translate primary research into news for the 
public. Many scientific journals and academic institu-
tions assist in the process by publishing press releases 
on selected articles at the time of publication.

Although not many scientists will be called upon to 
write their own press releases, they will often be con-
tacted by journalists once a story has been selected. 
Reporters will ask for an interview either from the 
corresponding author of a study or from an authority 
in the field. Not only is it a good idea to accept these 
interview requests, it is also advisable to prepare for 
them. Explaining complex scientific ideas in simple 
yet accurate terms requires preparation and practice 
and it may surprise some investigators in their first 
interactions with a journalist how difficult it can be 
to talk about one’s work without jargon or a lot of 
assumed background knowledge. It also pays to play 
devil’s advocate and think of the worst possible spin 
or misinterpretation that can be put on the work and 
come up with creative ways of countering them.

After the interview it is reasonable for the scientists 
to ask for a copy or transcript of the news piece prior 
to its publication. This will put scientists’ mind at rest 
that they are not being misquoted and that facts are 
presented accurately and in a realistic context. Any 
grave misunderstandings can still be ironed out at 
this point.

Researchers should not see the media as irrel-
evant or even hostile to their work, but as a partner 
in spreading valuable information. Many scientists 
who were willing to engage with the press have ben-
efited from the relationship and can confirm that a 
well educated public is a powerful force in advancing 
science.

©
20

06
 N

at
u

re
 P

u
b

lis
h

in
g

 G
ro

u
p

  
h

tt
p

:/
/w

w
w

.n
at

u
re

.c
o

m
/n

at
u

re
m

et
h

o
d

s


	Meet the press!


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts false
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
    0.30000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXOutputCondition (OFCOM_PO_P1_F60)
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <FEFF004e00500047002000570045004200200050004400460020004a006f00620020004f007000740069006f006e0073002e0020003100350030006400700069002e002000320032006e0064002000530065007000740065006d00620065007200200032003000300034002e002000500044004600200031002e003400200043006f006d007000610074006900620069006c006900740079002e>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 782.362]
>> setpagedevice


