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Regulatory & Marketplace

Truth Matters: Why Science Journalism Has Never Been 
So Important

Although generally acknowledged as 
benefiting society as a whole, science 
is unfortunately conducted and 
consumed by a relatively small number 
of people who are often thought of 
as the “intellectual elite”. Research 
findings are often not revealed to the 
general public or if publicised, are often 
disregarded due to a lack of science 
literacy or application to people's 
everyday lives. This lack of scientific 
literacy has left many lay people feeling 
left out of the process and wary of not 
only the scientific findings but how 
research is conducted. Furthermore, 
far too often the lay public consumes 
only the information which confirms 
their predisposed belief systems, 
despite having access to broader 
sources of evidence. This confirmation 
bias relegates misinformation/
disinformation to the 'eye of the 
beholder' allowing room for alternative 
facts. We are in a crucial time period 
where multiple sets of facts appear 
possible and where pseudo-science is 
confused with science, leaving many 
to hold false beliefs about science 
as a whole, as well as the ongoing 
pandemic and other important health 
issues in particular. Without knowledge 
of the scientific method and levels of 
evidence, the public are often not able 
to act in their own best interest, let 
alone that of a larger society.

Confounding this is an ever-expanding 
access to an overwhelming amount of 
valid and reliable but often disparate 
catalogue of information in addition 
to explicitly disingenuous misleading 
information on the web and in the media. 
For example, the public has been provided 
with inconsistent messaging about COVID 
transmission (droplets versus aerosols), the 
importance of wearing masks, of various 
treatments such as hydroxychloroquine and 
convalescent plasma, and getting vaccinated 
against SARS-CoV-2 by various agencies 
such as the FDA, CDC and HHS. Without an 
understanding that the scientific process is 
iterative and continually evolving all science 
appears erroneous or suspect. In the past 

the citizenry relied on these same agencies 
to convey accurate and unbiased science-
based recommendations but sadly this no 
longer appears to be the case, and it is up 
to science journalism to fill this trust and 
credibility void.  

Long gone are the days of dull and drone 
scientific reporting, as the need for true 
“investigative” science journalism has never 
been greater given the recent revelations 
that sound scientific evidence is often 
suppressed or even distorted for non-
scientific “human” reasons. Whether this is 
to support one's personal agenda or buttress 
a political stance, this misinformation harms 
us all. Science journalists must fully identify 
and address this “human” element in 
scientific endeavours and especially the role 
that conflicts of interest play in a fair and 
balanced manner. Science journalism must 
also help educate the public on the simple 
tenets that most researchers implicitly 
understand and often take for granted but 
are considered problematic by the public 
at the same time. Researchers collectively 
understand the limits of their research 
and prominently display these in their 
manuscripts; they recognize the potential 
lack of generalisability and reproducibility, 
and importantly that negative findings 
are often overlooked. They appreciate the 
give and take of the scientific process and 
acknowledge that science proceeds slowly 
and rarely in a linear fashion. Unfortunately 
these same limitations are often viewed by 
the public as reasons not to trust science 
or facts at all. 

There is no better time than now 
to promote good scientific journalism, 
especially as a growing anti-science 
movement has arisen. This movement has 
always existed but now seems to have a 
remarkably robust voice. These organizations 
are well-organised, well-funded and have a 
large stage to showcase their views. It is 
telling that a vigorous anti-vaxxer movement 
for COVID-19 was already in place well before 
any vaccine had even been approved. 
Likewise, science journalists should have 
also been engaged long before the approval 
of a vaccine in order to increase vaccine 
acceptance and increase the chances of 
people actually getting a vaccine – especially 

those who may need these the most, such as 
minority and underserved populations who 
often have the least trust in science.  

Similarly, in order to be successful, 
science journalism will require a sufficient 
platform, organisation and adequate 
funding on par with the anti-science 
movement, and this all starts with training 
a cohort of science journalists. Science 
writing should become part of every post-
secondary educational system and be 
offered as both a major and minor at all 
public universities; and as part of every 
medical school curriculum. Ideally, national 
organisations such as NIH and others 
should fund undergraduate, graduate and 
postdoctoral level didactics and experiential 
/ real-world educational opportunities 
such as internships for budding scientists, 
physicians and journalists alike, as well as 
for lay people who just want to gain a better 
understanding of the scientific process. 

In terms of budding careers, traditional 
journalism has alternately suffered and 
benefited from novel technologies designed 
to widen circulation such as blogs, podcasts, 
and social media. Science journalists can 
take advantage of these technologies in 
a national platform, but may be better 
served by taking on a more local role as 
“community-based science advocates”. 
In many regions, community engagement 
through the use of medical advocates or 
liaisons also known as “patient navigators” 
has been very successful in both treatment 
and research efforts in underserved and 
minority communities. These trusted 
navigators serve as a means of connecting 
medical and research professionals with 
diverse subject groups, and similarly 
science journalists could serve as scientific 
advocates/navigators to help the public 
maneuver through the complexities, 
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idiosyncrasies and inconsistencies of the 
scientific process and findings.  

In brief, science journalism is uniquely 
poised to identify, address and even assuage 
some of the unique issues affecting our 
society today but has to be more than 
simply paraphrasing existing research or 
merely translating complex technological 
developments into lay terms, and certainly 
has to be more than “infotainment” only 
addressing the human side of the equation. 
Science journalists have a fundamental 
responsibility in being accurate and unbiased 
but also have a social responsibility to 
inform, enlighten, and to serve as a bridge 
between the scientific establishment and 
the public. Science journalists must become 
beneficent mediators in order to help create 
an understandable and comprehensible 
stream of information for consumers to 
digest with the goal of humanising findings 
and both engaging and enticing the public 
toward action – even if that action is a simple 
acknowledgement of the truth.


