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  a letter from the director
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  A glance through this Annual Review proves once 
and for all that the time has come to slay the 
myth that science stories are in a media ghetto, 
buried on specialist pages or relegated to the 
‘And Finally’ section at the end of the news. 
Science is headline news, and 2009 will be 
remembered as much for swine flu and the 
sacking of David Nutt as it will for the MP 
expenses scandal. And the Science Media Centre 
should know! Set up with the explicit aim of 
helping the scientific community to engage with 
the media more effectively when science hits the 
headlines, we’ve had a bumper year. On swine 
flu, the HPV scare, flooding in Cumbria, climate 
change and COP15, the SMC has done what it 
does best – ensured that scientists get their 
voices and expertise heard loud and clear amidst 
the clamour of people with something to say.

  It is exciting to see just how much better the 
scientific community now is at responding to 
breaking science stories than when we were set 
up in 2002. When Professor David Nutt was 
sacked as Chair of the Government’s Advisory 
Council on the Misuse of Drugs, we were able to 

get comments from some of the UK’s most 
distinguished experts into the media immediately 
the news broke late on a Friday afternoon. And 
when the entire media splashed the news that  
a teenage girl had died shortly after receiving the 
HPV vaccine, we persuaded leading specialists  
to drop what they were doing and speak to 
journalists; a strategy that echoed directly in 
headlines such as, “Cancer jab is safe, say the 
experts”, which appeared in the Daily Mail.

  Away from the headlines, there were other events 
that made 2009 a special year for the SMC. In July, 
we joined over 900 reporters from around the 
world at the 6th World Conference of Science 
Journalists (WCSJ). As Chair of the Programme 
Committee, I was delighted to discover from the 
conference organisers that it was the noisiest 
conference they had ever run, as passionate 
debates about the future of science journalism 
erupted at almost every session. Many of those 
debates fed into another major highlight this year, 
when the Science Minister Lord Drayson invited me 
to chair one of five working groups set up to 
develop a Science and Society strategy for the UK. 
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Medical Sciences and SMC. A unique 
combination of academic research on the media 
coverage of the story, along with personal essays 
by those involved, it’s not only a great read but 
also a historical record of a controversial science  
story that went well.

  While I often get the credit for the success of the 
SMC, this year shows just how much that success 
relies on the incredible skill of my team of staff. 
Owing to my leading roles at the WCSJ and on the 
Government working group, the team have 
handled some of the biggest science stories of 
the decade one member of staff down, yet in 
2009 we have received more positive comments 
than ever before from the scientists, press 
officers and journalists we work with; you can 
read just some of them in the pages to come.

  Fiona Fox
Director, Science Media Centre
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Stepping back from the news frontline, in order to 
examine broader issues facing science in the 
media as a whole, and at such a dramatic time of 
change, has been a privilege and a great challenge.

  The blossoming of international SMCs has also 
continued apace, and in September I was invited  
to Ottawa to open the new Canadian Science 
Media Centre. Denmark and Japan appear to be 
close to setting up Centres, and there has been 
significant interest in Israel and South Africa. 2009 
also saw the first international SMC collaboration, 
on climate change and the COP15 meeting in 
Copenhagen, with a press officer from the 
Australian SMC attending the meeting to work  
on behalf of all of us. 

  And finally, the subject of my letter in last year’s 
Annual Review – the scientific community’s 
proactive collaboration to inform the media and 
public of the need for research on human-animal 
hybrid embryos – became the focus of a new 
booklet called “Hype, hope and hybrids”, edited  
by Geoff Watts and published by the Wellcome 
Trust, Medical Research Council, Academy of 



  Rapid Reactions & Round-Ups

  A major component of the Science Media Centre’s 
services is issuing expert responses to the 
biggest news stories of the day. When a science 
or engineering story hits the headlines, 
comments and information are gathered from 
experts working in relevant fields and sent out to 
journalists as Rapid Reactions. We also issue 
statements to journalists when we know a story 
will soon appear in the news. These Round-Ups 
are designed to give reporters the general 
background and context to an issue and may be 
quoted directly in their articles. 

  In 2009, the SMC issued 165 Rapid Reactions and 
Round-Ups, each of which contained an average 
of 3 or 4 quotes; with over 520 individual expert 
comments sent out across the whole year. An 
average of 4 or 5 expert quotes were used in the 
media for each release issued in 2009, and they 
regularly resulted in experts being requested for 
follow-up interviews. Approximately 80% of all 
releases received media coverage, and 12% were 
used widely across outlets.

  Focus On: Swine Flu

  2009 saw the emergence of the swine flu 
pandemic that dominated the headlines for much 
of the year. As soon as the story broke in April, 
the SMC was proactively helping reporters 
covering this story, offering experts to interview, 
background information and answers to their 
many and varied questions. One fifth of all media 
enquiries received by the SMC in 2009 concerned 
swine flu, and we sent out 18 Rapid Reactions 
and Round-Ups in response to this issue alone. 
We also held 5 different press briefings for the 
science and health correspondents covering 
swine flu – on emergency pandemic procedures, 
antiviral drugs and vaccination – in addition to 
producing a fact sheet and glossary of terms.

  4

  responding to breaking news

 “ The SMC has been a huge support to me 
throughout the swine flu pandemic. Many times,  
just as I was reaching for the phone to get some 
reaction or analysis, up would pop some expert 
opinion gathered by the SMC. It is a huge help to 
specialist journalists, and I firmly believe the SMC 
helps ensure editors keep their news agenda  
within the realms of reality.”

  Fergus Walsh, Medical Correspondent, BBC 
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  Other stories that the SMC responded  
to in 2009

  Earthquake in Italy In April, an earthquake 
measuring 6.3 on the Richter Scale hit central 
Italy, with powerful aftershocks throughout the 
week that followed.

  Human cloning Maverick would-be cloner 
Panayiotis Zavos claimed once more that he is 
able to clone human beings, although many 
scientists remain sceptical.

  Transgenic monkeys New research in Nature 
reported the creation of genetically modified 
monkeys that glow in the dark, a trait which was 
passed to their offspring. 

  Loss of Air France plane An Air France Airbus 
330-200 was lost over the Atlantic on its way 
from Rio de Janeiro to Paris with no immediate 
clues as to the cause.

  Artificial sperm Newcastle University scientists 
reported in the journal Stem Cells and 
Development the creation of sperm-like cells 
from human embryonic stem cells.

  5

  HPV vaccine In September a schoolgirl died soon 
after receiving the Cervarix vaccine, which 
protects against the human papillomavirus (HPV), 
prompting scares over vaccine safety.

  David Nutt Professor David Nutt was sacked from 
his position as Chair of the Advisory Council on 
the Misuse of Drugs (ACMD), the independent 
expert body advising the Government on drug-
related issues.

  Alcohol reduces heart disease Research 
published in the journal Heart suggested that 
higher levels of alcohol intake may actually 
protect against heart disease.

  Flooding in Cumbria Record rainfall in the 
northwest of England caused devastating 
flooding, resulting in extensive damage to homes, 
roads and bridges.

  Climate email leak Emails illegally obtained from 
the University of East Anglia Climate Research 
Unit were leaked, causing speculation they 
contained evidence that data had been 
manipulated to make the case for human-made 
climate change.

Number of Rapid Reactions and  
Round-Ups issued by the SMC in 2009
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  Press Briefings

  The Science Media Centre holds regular briefings 
for the UK national news media, allowing experts 
to inform reporters about what are often the 
most controversial areas of science. Just over half 
of all briefings at the SMC in 2009 were News 
Briefings, focusing on the latest developments 
within research, and around a third were 
Background Briefings, designed to introduce 
journalists to a complex issue that might hit the 
headlines in the future. We also held a number  
of Expert Encounters, giving journalists an 
opportunity to meet leading experts, including 
Sir Gordon Conway and Professors David Nutt, 
David Webb, Robert Langer and Mike Hulme.

  The SMC held 78 Press Briefings in total in 2009, 
each of which was attended by an average of 8  
or 9 journalists. Approximately 96% of briefings 
resulted in media coverage, with News Briefings 
receiving the most coverage, as would be 
expected. On average, each News Briefing 
resulted in 6 or 7 articles and interviews 
appearing in the press, and one quarter were 
covered widely across outlets.

  Focus On: Climate Change

  The continuing debates around climate change 
kept this issue high on the media agenda in 
2009, particularly leading up to the 15th Session 
of the Conference of the Parties (COP15) to the 
United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) in December. 
Throughout the year, the SMC helped experts to 
brief journalists on the status of climate science, 
engineering and energy research. We held a total 
of 16 separate press briefings on climate change 
and related areas, and issued 18 Round-Ups.  
We were also on hand throughout the COP15 
meeting, providing journalists with regular 
updates and information from experts working  
in relevant areas.

  6

  setting the agenda 

 “ Knowing that there’s another safe, reliable 
and supportive route for getting the [scientific] 
information reported in a responsible way helps  
me sleep better at night.”

  Natasha Martineau, Head of Research 
Communications, Imperial College London
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  Key press briefings in 2009

  Hygiene hypothesis Leading experts briefed 
the media on whether the increased incidence  
of allergies in recent times is attributable to 
changes in hygiene practices.

  Role of vitamin D in MS The authors of new 
research published in PLoS Genetics described 
their work examining the interaction between 
vitamin D and a particular gene associated with 
multiple sclerosis.

  Viruses cause diabetes Scientists reported their 
findings that certain viruses might be involved in 
triggering type 1 diabetes, as published in the 
journal Diabetologia.

  EU Clinical Trials Directive Top scientists briefed 
the media about their concerns regarding the 
implementation of the EU directive on clinical 
trials.

  Preimplantation genetic diagnosis (PGD) 
As the new Assisted Conception Unit and PGD 
Centre at Guy’s & St Thomas’ Hospital opened, 
the SMC invited the IVF experts involved to brief 
journalists on their vision for the future.

    7

  Health effects of sunbeds Independent experts 
from the Committee on Medical Aspects of 
Radiation in the Environment (COMARE) 
presented a major report on the health effects  
of sunbeds and other tanning devices.

  Geoengineering The authors of a new report from 
the Institution of Mechanical Engineers (IMechE) 
discussed the unchartered area of 
geoengineering, the large scale manipulation  
of the environment to counteract global warming.

  Asthma inhalers Scientists at the Universities of 
Brighton and Dundee reported their findings that 
an individual’s genetic makeup may affect their 
response to commonly used asthma medication.

  Animals containing human material The SMC 
hosted a briefing with the Academy of Medical 
Sciences, to announce the launch of a new study 
examining the use of animals containing human 
material in scientific research.

  Antarctic climate change Experts from the 
Scientific Committee on Antarctic Research (SCAR) 
briefed journalists on the first comprehensive 
review of the state of Antarctica’s climate and its 
relationship to the global climate system. 
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  Media Enquiries

  In addition to reacting to the big, breaking 
news stories, and holding regular press 
briefings, the Science Media Centre also 
responds to daily enquiries from journalists 
looking for experts to interview and comment 
on a wide variety of issues. These enquiries 
range from journalists wanting an expert to 
appear on Newsnight, to needing someone to 
explain a complex scientific or engineering 
principle as background to a story. They also 
involve providing the media with experts who 
can debunk the myths around a particular 
issue, preventing potential ‘scare stories’.

  In 2009, the Centre received over 750 separate 
enquiries, and was able to help journalists with 
their requests in over 97% of cases. The 
majority of these were speculative enquiries, 
although approximately 10% resulted directly 
from SMC activity. Half of all enquiries came 
from broadcast outlets such as the BBC, ITV, 
Channel 4 and Sky. In particular, one third of  
all requests came from various sections of  
the BBC, including television, radio and  

online news. The UK national newspapers  
also accounted for a third of enquiries 
received by the SMC, with the Daily Telegraph, 
Guardian, Times and Daily Mail using the 
Centre most often.

  Features and Packages

  Most media enquiries involve the SMC finding  
an expert to take part in an interview or 
comment on a wide range of topics, from brain 
scanning to poisonous chemicals to genetically 
modified crops. However, each year we also 
assist journalists working on more extensive 
features and packages, helping them gather 
information and find several experts to 
interview over a number of weeks or even 
months. In 2009 the SMC worked with 
reporters on 19 such packages, including  
a feature for the BBC’s One Show on animal 
research, a survey of potential engineering 
solutions to climate change for Channel 4  
News and a feature in the Daily Telegraph 
on the future of UK stem cell science.

  working with the media
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  Top Ten individual outlets

  9

  BBC News*  192

  Daily Telegraph & Sunday Telegraph 58

  Guardian & Observer 51

  Sky News 44

  Times & Sunday Times 43

  Channel 4 News 40

  Daily Mail & Mail on Sunday 35

  ITV News 24

  Reuters 18

  Financial Times 15

      * including: BBC television and radio news, BBC TV News  
Channel, Radio 4’s Today programme, Radio 5Live,  
BBC News website, Newsnight

  Overall spread of media enquiries

  

  National newspapers (269)

  BBC: national, regional, specialist (253)

  ITN, ITV, Channel 4, more4, five, Sky (122)

  Other regional & specialist media (78)

  Newswires: AP, PA, Reuters (36)

  Media Outlet Number of Enquiries



  supporting scientists and engineers
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  The Science Media Centre would be nothing 
without the thousands of scientists and 
engineers who have agreed to join our ever-
expanding database of experts. Without their 
help (and patience!) we would not be able to 
respond to enquiries as quickly or as effectively 
as we do. Throughout the year, the SMC does  
lots to support those experts in return, by 
offering our guidance and advice whenever 
needed, and by always being on hand when 
scientists find themselves in the media spotlight. 

  The Centre has continued to produce information 
leaflets giving advice to experts who are 
considering engaging with the UK national news 
media, including Top Tips for Media Work, 
Communicating Risk and Uncertainty, and 
When Animal Research Hits the Headlines. 
In 2009, we also organised a number of off-the-
record ‘brainstorms’ with leading experts and 
press officers, to discuss how the scientific 
community could coordinate its media relations 
more effectively on controversial issues. 

  These were put together specifically to address 
issues that were receiving increasing amounts of 
media coverage and public interest, such as 
swine flu and genetically modified crops.

  The SMC also continues to run its hugely popular 
Introduction to the News Media event, designed 
to give those considering media work an idea of 
how the UK national news media operate. The 
Centre ran 3 such events in 2009: one regional 
event in Cardiff in collaboration with Cardiff 
University, one specifically for plant scientists  
in collaboration with the Biotechnology and 
Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC), 
and one general event in London for scientists 
and engineers working on controversial or ‘hot’ 
topics. These events were well attended as 
always, and resulted in many lively debates 
about why experts should even consider 
engaging with the media – with attendees 
leaving feeling much more supported and more 
comfortable about doing so.

 “ It was really nice to see what is being done in terms 
of communicating science, the role of the media  
and the challenges involved. It has comforted me 
working in science, knowing the level of support  
out there which I would not have known if it were  
not for this event.”

  Fidel Anaya, University College London Institute  
of Neurology

	 	 	 Lies,	damned	lies	and...

	 	 	

	 	 	 Make	the	numbers	manageable	– people often have problems  
with percentages. For example, say one in a million rather than  
0.0001 per cent.

	 	 	 Large	numbers	are	very	difficult	to	imagine.	
   Illustrate a number like one million by talking about the population of 

Glasgow. Rather than 1 in 1,200, talk about one child in a large secondary 
school.

	 	 	 Real	numbers	make	a	lot	more	sense	than	percentages,		
and	are	often	less	frightening,	especially	when	you	have		
a	small	sample	size.

   ‘It’s the ‘Judas Effect’: although a massive 8% of Jesus’ disciples betrayed 
him, this was actually just a single person.’

   ‘A 26% rise in breast cancer may sound alarming, but it actually means  
a difference of less than one case in every 1,000 women per year.’

	 	 	 Put	the	size	of	the	risk	in	context.	
   ‘A tiny risk just got a tiny bit riskier.’ 

   ‘You would have to eat thousands/tonnes of X for it to have any impact  
on your health.’

   ‘I’ve seen no research that would persuade me of a significant  
risk, but a huge amount that would suggest that this is safe.’

   ‘There are millions of germs in or on or around you. Most are harmless,  
some are beneficial, while a very small portion pose a risk.’

   ‘You’ve got more chances of winning the lottery/being hit by an asteroid/ 
etc than	...’

	 	 	 What	not	to	say

	 	 	 This	is	probably	not	the	right	time	for	a	risk	tutorial.	
   Explaining the differences between relative/absolute risks, or ‘hazard’  

and ‘risk’, will probably be seen as hair-splitting.

	 	 	 Try	not	to	make	flippant	comparisons.
   ‘That cloud of chemicals is no more dangerous than a gin and tonic.’

	 	 	 Don’t	say,	‘These	risks	are	unquantifiable’	or	‘unknown’.	
   Try, ‘It’s difficult to say, because	...’, or, ‘At the moment it’s not absolutely 

clear, but we’re trying to find out by doing X, Y and Z.’

   This guide is for scientists, doctors and engineers preparing 

for a broadcast interview. It will help you to answer questions 

where some form of risk analysis is required. 

   Communicating Risk in a Soundbite is the result of a meeting 

between top scientists and journalists, who assessed the 

best ways to explain risks via the broadcast media, and 

suggested a whole host of examples. It is not meant to be a 

definitive ‘best practice’ guide – we simply want to offer a 

choice of effective ways of answering questions about safety 

and risk.

   This guide is intended for use in situations where risks are 

perceived to be much higher than they actually are. It is not 

intended to help cover up significant risks or threats to public 

health.

   If you have ever wondered how to answer that killer question, 

‘Is it safe?’, then this guide is for you. 

	 	 This	leaflet	is	sponsored	by	Copus

   For more information, see the URLs on the back page,  
or contact the Science Media Centre: 
020 7670 2980  
smc@sciencemediacentre.org 
www.sciencemediacentre.org

	 	 	 communicating	risk		
in	a	soundbite

	 	 	 a	guide	for	scientists

	 	 	 Some	specific	questions

	 	 	

	 	 	 Q  Is	it	risky? 

   A  ‘Not very. The benefits outweigh the risks.’ The interviewer then has little 
choice but to ask you about the benefits. 

   A  ‘It is a very small risk. So small that I believe it is safe.’ 

   A  ‘To most people, safe doesn’t mean ‘no risk’, it means ‘negligible risk’  
– so I believe that this is safe.’

   A  ‘Whether or not something is safe will always be a matter of weighing up 
the risks and the benefits – no-one has ever proved that something is safe.’

   A  ‘Nothing is completely risk free – but we can assess all the evidence and 
decide that something is safe enough.’

	 	 Q		Will	investment	make	it	safer?	

   A  ‘If we plough money into reducing these tiny risks, then for every one 
person it benefits thousands of others may suffer because the money has 
had to be diverted from somewhere else.’

   
	 	 	 Further	reading

   http://www.sciencemediacentre.org/pages/publications/ 
For a copy of this document.

   www.dh.gov.uk/assetRoot/04/03/96/70/04039670.pdf 
Department of Health Guidelines

   www.psandman.com 
Peter Sandman has been called ‘the guru of risk communication’.  
There’s a wealth of information and advice here.

   www.bioss.sari.ac.uk/topics/howsafe.html 
‘How safe is safe?’ Risk communication in a policy context.

   www.soton.ac.uk/mediacentre/talking_to_media/index.html 
Southampton University’s ‘Getting your message across to the 
media’ guide.
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	 	 	 General	advice	for	your	interview

	 	 Your	strongest	point

	 	 	 If	you	only	have	time	to	make	one	point	in	your	interview,	
then	emphasise	WHY	animals	are	used	in	medical	research.

	 	 	 e.g. we	are	using	these	mice	to	investigate	possible	treatments	
for	cystic	fi	brosis.

	 	 A	second	point

	 	 	 If	you’ve	got	a	bit	more	time	then	talk	about	animal	welfare.	
The	public	are	highly	concerned	with	this.	All	animal	research	
in	this	country	is	carried	out	with	a	commitment	to	the	three	R’s	
(Reduction,	Refi	nement,	Replacement)	which	means:	using	the	
minimum	number	of	animals,	with	the	highest	animal	welfare,	
and	always	using	non-animal	techniques	where	possible.

	 	 General	interview	technique

	 	 	 Plan	how	you	would	like	the	interview	to	go	and	what	points	you	
would	like	to	make.	

	 	 	 Get	your	message	out	irrespective	of	the	line	of	questioning.	
Remember	that	the	most	important	people	are	those	listening	
to	your	interview,	not	your	interviewer.	Try	not	to	get	sidelined:	
avoid	diversions	into	fox	hunting,	vegetarianism.	Remember	
that	cosmetic	testing	has	been	banned	in	the	UK	since	1998.

	 	 Facts	and	fi	gures

	 	 	 Have	some	information	handy:	some	punchy	facts	and	fi	gures	can	
be	very	effective.	On	the	back	page	you	can	fi	nd	links	to	resources	
that	have	up	to	date	information	about	animal	research	in	the	UK	
such	as:	the	number	and	type	of	animals	used	in	research	each	
year,	Home	Offi	ce	licensing	arrangements	and	regulations,	lists	
of	research	areas	that	have	benefi	ted	from	animal	research,	other	
uses	and	statistics	for	animals	used	in	society	(e.g.	we	eat	an	
average	of	6	cows	and	500	chickens	in	our	lifetime).	

	 	 Statistics

	 	 	 Numbers	can	be	tricky,	so	try	to	present	statistics	in	a	form	that	
your	audience	will	be	able	to	understand.	

	 	 	 e.g.	Over	each	UK	citizen’s	lifetime,	an	average	of	3	mice	and	1	rat	
will	be	used	for	research.

	 	 Jargon

	 	 	 Use	clear	and	simple	language	–	if	you	have	to	use	jargon,	
explain	what	you	mean.	

   e.g.	talk	about	heart	disease	not	cardiovascular	disease.

   e.g.	an	animal	model	is	where	a	scientist	can	mimic	some	aspect	
of	a	disease	in	an	animal.	

	 	 Diseases	

	 	 	 When	you	are	talking	about	disease,	try	to	use	examples	that	
people	know.	For	example:	asthma,	meningitis,	Alzheimer’s	or	
Parkinson’s	disease,	multiple	sclerosis	etc.	Have	some	information	
about	the	disease:	try	painting	a	picture	of	the	disease	
(e.g.	a	lifetime	of	injections	for	a	diabetes	sufferer),	or	use	some	
fi	gures	(e.g.	cystic	fi	brosis	affects	more	than	7500	babies,	children	
and	young	adults	in	the	UK.).

	 	 Using	personal	examples

	 	 	 It	can	be	effective	to	use	a	personal	example	when	talking	about	
animal	research.	

   e.g.	‘when	I	last	treated	a	child	with	meningitis.’

   e.g.	‘when	my	friend/relative	was	diagnosed	with	cancer.’

	 	 How	does	animal	research	affect	you?

	 	 	 Try	to	get	people	to	think	about	how	animal	research	affects	them,	
their	families	and	their	friends.

	 	 	 e.g.	‘would	you	refuse	a	life	saving	treatment	because	it	had	been	
tested	on	animals?’

	 	 Personal	questions

	 	 	 Be	as	open	as	possible	–	honesty	really	does	pay	off.	If	you	are	
asked	in	specifi	c	terms	about	what	experiments	you	do,	talk	about	
this,	but	try	to	emphasise	why	you	are	doing	this	research	and	what	
diseases	it	could	help	us	to	understand.	

	 	 	 e.g.	‘looking	at	how	nerve	cells	communicate	with	each	other	in	
animals	can	help	us	understand	how	diseases	like	Alzheimer’s	
occur.’

	 	 	 Where	to	go	for	more	information

	 	 www.rds-online.org.uk

	 	 Research	Defence	Society	website	holds	information	about	the	numbers	and	types	of	
animals	used	in	research.	Also	provide	support	and	advice	for	research	scientists	working	
with	animals.

		 	 www.medicalprogress.org

	 	 Coalition	for	Medical	Progress	site	with	news	archive	and	detailed	medical	research	FAQs.

	 	 www.amrc.org.uk/index.asp?id=15284

	 	 Association	of	Medical	Research	Charities	links	to	position	statements	on	animal	research.

		 	 www.abpi.org.uk/amric

	 	 Association	of	the	British	Pharmaceutical	Industry	(ABPI)	animal	research	advice	pages.

	 	 www.netcu.org.uk

	 	 National	Extremism	Tactical	Coordination	Unit:	provides	support	and	police	liaison	for	
business	and	academic	sectors	targeted	by	extremists.

	 	 www.homeoffi	ce.gov.uk/science-research/animal-testing

	 	 The	Home	Offi	ce	regulates	the	use	of	animals	in	scientifi	c	procedures.

	 	 	 This	is	a	guide	for	scientists	and	doctors	preparing	for	a	

news	interview	where	questions	may	be	asked	about	the	

use	of	animals	in	medical	research.	

	 	 	 It	was	born	out	of	a	meeting	between	top	scientists	and	

journalists	to	discuss	effective	ways	of	answering	the	most	

commonly	asked	questions	about	animal	research	in	the	

context	of	a	short	news	interview.	

	 	 	 This	guide	could	be	used	in	preparation	for	an	interview	or	

for	media	training.	Other	guides	include	Communicating 

Risk in a Soundbite, Peer Review in a Nutshell, 

Communicating Uncertainty in a Soundbite and Top Tips 

for Media Work.

	 	 	 when	animal	research
hits	the	headlines

	 	 	 a	guide	for	scientists

	 	 This	guide	was	compiled	with	advice	
from	Research	Defence	Society	and	
Association	of	Medical	Research	Charities	

	 	 This	leafl	et	is	sponsored	by	Copus

	 	 	 For	more	details,	contact	the	Science	Media	Centre:
020	7670	2980	
smc@sciencemediacentre.org
www.sciencemediacentre.org

Communicating Uncertainty in a Soundbite and Top Tips 

	 	 	 For	more	details,	contact	the	Science	Media	Centre:
020	7670	2980	

    “There is a growing confi dence within the scientifi c community 

in talking to the media about the use of animals in medical 

research. This guide aims to encourage scientists to have a 

more open dialogue with the media. This will foster greater 

public confi dence in the role of animal research and the high 

standards in UK research centres.” 

   Sir George Radda

Chief Executive of the Medical Research Council

    “90% of the general public get most of their information about science from the media.” 
   MORI poll to mark the opening of the 

Science Media Centre in 2002

	 	 	 This	guide	offers	tips	for	those	who	are	new	to	doing	news	media	

work.	It	gives	the	main	points	that	you	should	consider	before	doing	

media	work	and	helpful	hints	that	may	be	useful	if	you	have	to	do	

TV,	radio	or	newspaper	interviews.

	 	 	 The	SMC	also	produces	guides	on	communicating	How Science Works.	

These	prepare	you	for	dealing	with	some	diffi	cult	questions	

around	risk,	scientifi	c	uncertainty	and	animal	research,	such	as	

‘How	do	we	know	this	is	safe?’	‘How	can	we	trust	your	research?’	

‘Why	is	there	uncertainty	in	your	work?’	‘Why	are	you	using	animals	

in	your	research?’	They	may	all	be	downloaded	from	our	website	

and	are	available	in	printed	format.

	 	 This	leafl	et	is	sponsored	by	Elsevier

	 	 	 For	more	information	contact	the	Science	Media	Centre:	
020	7670	2980	
smc@sciencemediacentre.org
www.sciencemediacentre.org

  “90% of the general public get most of their information about science from the media.
   MORI poll to mark the opening of the 
   MORI poll to mark the opening of the 

in	your	research?’	They	may	all	be	downloaded	from	our	website	

and	are	available	in	printed	format.

    “The media is the most powerful and effective tool that 

scientists can use to get their message across. Print and 

broadcast media reaches out to those in the public who may 

not seek out information about science and will undoubtedly 

infl uence their attitudes to controversial areas of science 

including animal research, GM crops and nanotechnology.” 

   Baroness Susan Greenfi eld

Director of The Royal Institution of Great Britain

	 	 	 top	tips	for	media	work

a	guide	for	scientists
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  supporting journalists

  The Science Media Centre offers impartial support 
to the specialist science, health, environment and 
technology correspondents working within the 
UK’s national news outlets. It puts them in touch 
with experts who are willing and able to comment 
on important controversial news stories, and 
issues individual experts’ reactions to the big 
stories of the day. The SMC also advises reporters 
on the significance and credibility of breaking 
stories and runs regular briefings where 
journalists can meet new experts or improve their 
background knowledge of a topic. It also runs an 
essential out-of-hours service reacting whenever  
a major story hits the headlines – even if it’s on  
a Saturday night.  

  In 2009 the SMC issued 14 different Fact Sheets 
giving reporters reliable key facts and figures on 
the latest news topics. They covered issues as 
varied as perfluorinated chemicals, energy-saving 
light bulbs, epigenetics, nanoparticles and 
reproductive medicine. The Centre also held  
a number of Background Sessions at the request 
of the journalists we work with on a regular basis. 
In March, Professor David Spiegelhalter, Winton 

Professor of the Public Understanding of Risk  
from the University of Cambridge, worked with 
journalists on how to understand and accurately 
report on risk. And in October, we organised  
a background session with leading experts ahead 
of the American Society for Reproductive Medicine 
annual meeting that many reporters were planning 
to attend.

 “ The SMC is a lifesaver on many occasions when  
a story breaks and we have to scramble to get 
reactions from experts, for an early deadline.  
A good recent example was when severe flooding  
hit the northwest – the SMC gathered together  
a wide range of experts with opinions on flooding,  
the UK’s natural climate, climate change, and  
other closely related issues. The SMC’s help  
was invaluable.”

  Fiona Harvey, Environment Correspondent,  
Financial Times



  Funding 

  The Science Media Centre currently has  
approximately 80 funders, reflecting the diversity  
of organisations that feel they benefit from the 
improved climate for science reporting that the 
Centre promotes in the UK. These include scientific 
institutions and universities, science-based 
companies, media organisations and government 
bodies with a stake in science.

  In order to maintain independence from its funders, 
donations are capped at 5% of the running costs  
of the Centre, making the maximum single donation 
£20,000. The Wellcome Trust is the only exception  
to this, granting the Centre £30,000 per annum  
of core funding.

  The Science Media Centre is also indebted to Mr John 
Ritblat and family for making the capital development 
of the Centre possible.

  Funders
  Abbott Laboratories

  Alzheimer’s Research Trust

  Associated Newspapers Ltd including  
 Daily Mail, Mail on Sunday, Evening 
 Standard and Metro

  Association of Medical Research Charities  
 (AMRC)

  AstraZeneca

  Bayer

  Biotechnology and Biological Sciences  
 Research Council (BBSRC)

  Boots UK Ltd

  BP International Ltd

  British Computer Society (BCS)

  British Geological Survey (BGS)

  British Psychological Society (BPS)

  Cancer Research UK (CRUK)

  Chemical Industries Association 

  Chilled Food Association

  CNAP Artemisia Research Project

  Coca-Cola

  Colgate-Palmolive

  Dept for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS)

  Diamond Light Source

  Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC)

  Elsevier

  Emergent Biosolutions Inc

  Engineering UK

  Environment Agency

 Engineering and Physical Sciences Research  
Council (EPSRC)

 ExxonMobil

 Food Standards Agency (FSA)

 The Gatsby Charitable Foundation

 GE Healthcare

 GlaxoSmithKline (GSK)

 Government Office for Science

 Human Tissue Authority (HTA)

 Institute of Food Science and Technology

 Institute of Marine Engineering, Science  
and Technology (IMarEST)

 Institute of Physics

 Institution of Chemical Engineers (IChemE)

 The Institution of Engineering and Technology  
(The IET)

 Institution of Mechanical Engineers (IMechE)

 International AIDS Vaccine Initiative (IAVI)

 John Wiley & Sons

 L’Oreal

 Merck Sharp & Dohme (MSD) Ltd

 The Met Office

 Mobile Operators Association

 Motor Neurone Disease (MND) Association

 Monsanto UK Ltd

 Medical Research Council (MRC)

 Natural Environment Research Council (NERC)

 News International Ltd including Times, Sunday 
Times, Sun and News of the World

 Novartis UK

 Nuclear Decommissioning Authority (NDA)

 Parkinson’s Disease Society

 Philips

 The Physiological Society

 The PR Works Ltd

 Research Councils UK (RCUK)

 Royal Academy of Engineering

 Royal Astronomical Society

 Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution

 The Royal Society

 Sanofi Pasteur MSD

 Science and Technology Facilities Council (STFC)

 Shell UK Ltd

 Siemens Plc

 Society for Applied Microbiology (SfAM)

 Society for General Microbiology (SGM)

 Springer science+business media

 Syngenta

 Tate & Lyle

 UCB Celltech

 Unilever UK

 University of Portsmouth

 Wellcome Trust

 Wi-Fi Alliance

 World Health Organization (WHO)
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 Science Media Centre
21 Albemarle Street 
London w1s 4bs

 t 020 7670 2980
f 020 7670 2950
smc@sciencemediacentre.org 
www.sciencemediacentre.org


