“Never has science been so much under the
microscope of public interest. If scientists
want to sustain and improve the relatively
high levels of public trust that they enjoy,
they must engage. The media still provide
the most powerful and effective route
for communication with the public.
Experience on many topics (from GM foods to
embryo research and animal experiments)
demonstrates that when researchers
work with the media they can get
complex and difficult messages across.”
Prof Colin Blakemore, Director of the Centre for the
Study of the Senses, University of London
“I haven’t read the report”
Most reports in science are lengthy and complex. But
unless you can access an advance copy of the report,
chances are you will receive it at the same time as the
journalist who will begin writing straight away. We ask
scientists to read the executive summaries or the parts
that are directly relevant to them. This isn’t perfect; but it
does ensure that experts get a say on new scientific reports.
“I did media work before and usually hated the headlines”
It is important to know that the journalists that write
the piece don’t usually write the headlines. Headlines
are written by subeditors, often after the journalists have
gone home. However, an interesting headline (even if it
isn’t precisely what you wanted) will draw readers in to
read the article. You can help ensure that article is as
accurate as possible.
“Journalists aren’t trustworthy, they will try and
trick me into saying something I don’t mean”
Most journalists do not have any agenda within
science and will do the best to report your views as
accurately as they can. In particular, you can place a lot
of trust in most specialist reporters, but if you are in any
doubt you should check with your press officer or the
Science Media Centre to give you more information
about a journalist.
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“I don’t have the time today”
Some of the best scientists in the country cancel
important meeting and shift around their day to
make sure the news media are well-informed. They
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the headlines to the campaigners and the politicians?
You ignore the media at your peril!
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as a research funding body
“weIncreasingly
are recognising the importance of having

scientists who disseminate their research
findings and their expertise to the media. This
is something that no doubt we will recognise
even more in the future.

”

Professor Mark Walport, former Director of the
Wellcome Trust, current Chief Scientific Advisor

Why engage
with the
news media?

You are publicly funded – do you have a duty
to speak?
Most UK academics receive at least part of their funding
from the public purse. People report a high degree
of trust in scientists and broadly agree that science
benefits people and society; do you have a responsibility
to ensure the public understand the work you’re doing?
Speaking in the media may get you more funding
and collaborations
Many of the scientists we work with have been
approached with offers of funding since their comments
appeared in the media. Plus many report potential
collaborators getting in touch following their work with
journalists.

When science is in the news, you have an
attentive audience
Before GM hit the news with ‘Frankenfood’ headlines,
the media and the public were not interested in the
issue. Tim Radford, former science editor at the
Guardian, described the media frenzy in 1998 as a
‘wonderful opportunity to educate the public about a
new technology’. Though GM did not play out the way
many scientists would have liked in the media, many
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Why work with the news media?
The news media could be described as one
of the worst ways to explain science, given its
fast turnover, tight deadlines and space
constraints. However, there are very good
reasons for using this as a medium to get
your messages about science across:
Possibly the best way to communicate with the public
The majority of the public get their information about
science from the media (Ipsos MORI Public Attitudes to
Science 2014). The more controversial the science, the more
important it is for the public to hear from the most qualified
experts. A quote from you in The Sun, The Times, the Daily
Mail and The Guardian would reach an audience of over 13
million (based on National Readership Survey 2013/14).
If you don’t speak, someone else will
We regularly speak to scientists who regret not engaging with
the media the day after a story has broken. When science hits
the news you often only have one chance to get accurate,
evidence based information across. Not engaging with the
media during this time means that someone else will, and
chances are they will not know as much as you about the
subject and often won’t have a scientific background. Why
leave the headlines to the campaigners and the politicians?
You ignore the media at your peril!

“Working with the media is exciting, challenging,
infuriating, rewarding, exasperating, scary
and fun. If you have ever shouted at the radio
or TV over inaccurate reporting of science,
then the best way to counter that is to get on
radio or TV and get the message across. It’s not
easy, and sometimes your words will be taken
out of context. But if you don’t step up, then
someone with a less complete knowledge of
your subject will.”
Prof Zoe Shipton, Professor of Geology,
University of Strathclyde
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“I speak to the media because when it comes
to public understanding of nutrition and
health, accuracy and context aren’t
negotiable. Engaging with journalists to
help keep news stories accurate is an
effective means of translating complex
research for the public. I see it as an
essential part of my job as a dietitian.”
Ms Catherine Collins, Principal Dietitian,
St George’s Hospital NHS Trust
You are publicly funded – do you have a duty to speak?
Most UK academics receive at least part of their
funding from the public purse. People report a high
degree of trust in scientists and broadly agree that
science benefits people and society; do you have a
responsibility to ensure the public understand the
work you’re doing?
Speaking in the media may get you more funding
and collaborations
Many of the scientists we work with have been
approached with offers of funding since their
comments appeared in the media. Plus many report
potential collaborators getting in touch following their
work with journalists.
When science is in the news, you have an attentive
audience
Before GM hit the news with ‘Frankenfood’ headlines,
the media and the public were not interested in the
issue. Tim Radford, former science editor at The
Guardian, described the media frenzy in 1998 as a
‘wonderful opportunity to educate the public about a
new technology’. Though GM did not play out the way
many scientists would have liked in the media, many
issues that attract equally scary headlines have been
covered in a more balanced way because scientists
have worked closely with journalists – topics such as
nanotechnology, cloning, stem cell and animal research.
People are most interested in science when it is in the
headlines and that is when you will gain the most from
interacting with the media.

Common reasons for not engaging
with the media
“I am not the best expert”
The Science Media Centre often calls scientists who say
that they are not the best expert on a subject. However,
to the general public if you have published in an area, or
you are familiar with the scientific context, this makes
you an expert. When time is limited journalists may not
be able to get through to someone else and if you don’t
speak they will have to resort to calling on a non-scientist
to comment instead.
“I don’t know the full facts and don’t want to speculate”
The fast pace of the 24 hour news media means that
stories often run before the full facts are available.
However, this does not mean that the media won’t get
guests on to talk about this issue. We would rather
someone who knows about the issue speaks about it
and it is fine for you to say “I cannot speculate on this
news because we do not know the full facts, but what
we do know more generally about this issue is…..”
Cautious speculation is better than silence.

“Scientists engaging with the media during
the Ebola outbreak were critical in ensuring
that coverage of the epidemic was as accurate
as possible by helping journalists understand
the epidemiology of the Ebola outbreaks, the
treatments and vaccines under development,
and the risks to the public outside West Africa.
The work in briefing journalists was often
time-demanding, but in the end most
journalists were an asset in improving
public understanding.”
Prof David L Heymann, Head and Senior Fellow,
Centre on Global Health Security, Chatham House
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