
    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
�87% of the public get the majority of their information 
about science from the media (data from Ipsos MORI 
Public Attitudes to Science 2011). In controversial or fast 
moving areas of science, the public deserve to have the 
best information about the science from the people best 
qualified to talk about the subject – i.e. you, the scientist. 

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!

“ I speak to journalists because I care about 
the way my area of science is covered in the 
news, and I know by working with the media I 
can ensure they have the best information to 
work with. However, there are other benefits 
– some that I didn’t expect. For example, as a 
direct result of speaking about my work in the 
media, I was offered industry funding, and have 
forged international collaborations.”
Christopher Shaw, Professor of Neurology and 
Neurogenetics, King’s College London
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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.
 

“ Increasingly as a research funding body 
we 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	
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  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.

�

�“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 I hated the 
headlines”
It is important to know that the journalists that write the 
piece don’t 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. 

“ Breaking news stories which generate 
negative headlines can be intimidating. For 
example, when a phase I clinical trial caused 
volunteers to have major health problems, 
many scientists were scared to put their 
head above the parapet. However, I and a few 
others used the negative story to talk about 
the way clinical trials are carried out in the 
news media. Not only did this prevent a public 
backlash against clinical trials, but after the 
media coverage the Medical Research Council 
reported an increase in those people contacting 
them interested in participating in trials.”
Professor Chris Higgins, Vice-Chancellor, 
Durham University

“ In my area, researching gut flora and 
the impact of probiotics, there is a lot of 
interest from both the media and the public. 
This inevitably means that there is a lot of 
misinformation about this subject, and I see it 
as part of my responsibility as a scientist to 
make my expertise available to the public. And 
there are other upsides, as I have at least one 
lot of funding that came directly as a result 
of media work.”
Glenn Gibson, Professor of Food Microbial Sciences, 
University of Reading

“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 understand that the news 
media is all about timing; you may not get the opportunity 
to comment on the story if you don’t act quickly. 

“I hate the tabloids and won’t speak to them”
Around 2 million people in the UK buy the Sun every 
day compared to around 200,000 people who buy the 
Guardian. The science and health correspondents of the 
tabloid newspapers are some of the best journalists in 
the media, and they will do their best to represent your 
area of science fairly – but need your help to do it. 

“I have never done media work before and I’m 
worried about speaking to journalists for the 
first time”
�While we wouldn’t recommend you do a confrontational 
interview on Newsnight as a media virgin, there 
are many interviews you can do which require less 
experience. Speaking to a science correspondent on a 
national newspaper is a good way to begin doing media 
work, as is an interview with a regional radio station. 
Asking advice from your press officer about the types 
of questions you may be asked is a good way to feel 
more confident before the interview. The Science Media 
Centre run ‘Introduction to the News Media’ sessions for 
those new to media, and if you work in a topical area ask 
your press officer for practical media training.

“ As engineers we often complain about the lack 
of awareness amongst the general public for 
our profession. By contributing to breaking 
stories on issues like climate change, train 
crashes and the ongoing energy debate we can 
highlight the important role engineers play in 
society on issues the public really care about.”
Philip Greenish CBE, Chief Executive, 
Royal Academy of Engineering 
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