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Science and the Press: Communicating with the Public 
Learning how to deal with the press is not a standard part 

of a scientific education. In fact, it is not an exaggeration to 
say that many scientists view science reporters with suspi- 
cion and a few with outright hostility. But faced with the re- 
ality that research funds will probably never again flow as 
freely as they did in the 1960's, a number of scientists are 
coming to grips with the fact that the press is a useful tool for 
educating the public about what is going on in scientific re- 
search and, they hope, for generating support for that re- 
search. 

In the words of Neal Miller of the Rockefeller Universi- 
ty, "To put it very bluntly, the public pays for our re- 
search; how intelligently they support it depends on how 
they are educated. The science writers are the chief source 
of education of the public, so we have a stake in trying to 
help them with their work." Miller made the comments 
while introducing a session on communicating the neurosci- 
ences to the general public at the first seminar for science 
writers sponsored by the Society for Neuroscience, held at 
Airlie House, Virginia, on 3 to 6 May. (The proliferation of 
this kind of seminar, in which scientists are more or less 
isolated with reporters in a setting that fosters both formal 
and informal discussions, is another indication of the seri- 
ousness with which the press is being courted these days.) 

During the session, four journalists* who specialize in 
science reporting described the problems they face and the 
kind of help they need from scientists in order to do a good 
job, and the scientists in turn responded with some of the 
reservations they had about talking with the press. The 
ideas were exchanged in an atmosphere of amiability, if not 
of total agreement. And the participants generally thought 
that the session was worthwhile. At least one scientist 
(who will be unnamed for fear of causing him to revert to 
his former policy) said that in the past he had refused to 
talk with reporters but that in the future he would at least 
answer queries from those present at the seminar. 

Getting enough space-or time, in the case of radio or 
television-is usually the biggest problem faced by report- 
ers, according to the panel members. Thus, they want sto- 
ries based on solid facts or conclusions, or on new con- 
cepts. Nevertheless, space limitations frequently mean that 
a story must be condensed and simplified while, at the 
same time, it is being translated from scientific jargon into 
English that the audience can understand. There is little 
room for ambiguity, which is hard to write about, or for his- 
torical perspective, although reporters for scientific au- 
diences may have more leeway to include these. 

Learning how to deal with the press is not a standard part 
of a scientific education. In fact, it is not an exaggeration to 
say that many scientists view science reporters with suspi- 
cion and a few with outright hostility. But faced with the re- 
ality that research funds will probably never again flow as 
freely as they did in the 1960's, a number of scientists are 
coming to grips with the fact that the press is a useful tool for 
educating the public about what is going on in scientific re- 
search and, they hope, for generating support for that re- 
search. 

In the words of Neal Miller of the Rockefeller Universi- 
ty, "To put it very bluntly, the public pays for our re- 
search; how intelligently they support it depends on how 
they are educated. The science writers are the chief source 
of education of the public, so we have a stake in trying to 
help them with their work." Miller made the comments 
while introducing a session on communicating the neurosci- 
ences to the general public at the first seminar for science 
writers sponsored by the Society for Neuroscience, held at 
Airlie House, Virginia, on 3 to 6 May. (The proliferation of 
this kind of seminar, in which scientists are more or less 
isolated with reporters in a setting that fosters both formal 
and informal discussions, is another indication of the seri- 
ousness with which the press is being courted these days.) 

During the session, four journalists* who specialize in 
science reporting described the problems they face and the 
kind of help they need from scientists in order to do a good 
job, and the scientists in turn responded with some of the 
reservations they had about talking with the press. The 
ideas were exchanged in an atmosphere of amiability, if not 
of total agreement. And the participants generally thought 
that the session was worthwhile. At least one scientist 
(who will be unnamed for fear of causing him to revert to 
his former policy) said that in the past he had refused to 
talk with reporters but that in the future he would at least 
answer queries from those present at the seminar. 

Getting enough space-or time, in the case of radio or 
television-is usually the biggest problem faced by report- 
ers, according to the panel members. Thus, they want sto- 
ries based on solid facts or conclusions, or on new con- 
cepts. Nevertheless, space limitations frequently mean that 
a story must be condensed and simplified while, at the 
same time, it is being translated from scientific jargon into 
English that the audience can understand. There is little 
room for ambiguity, which is hard to write about, or for his- 
torical perspective, although reporters for scientific au- 
diences may have more leeway to include these. 

The reporters conceded that all this increases the risk of 
introducing inaccuracy into a news account of a scientific 
development, despite the care taken by a good reporter. 
And it may mean that what the scientist perceives as "a 
little blip on a very long and slowly rising curve," in the 
words of Floyd Bloom of the Salk Institute, will appear as a 
major "breakthrough" to the nonscientist. 

Since reporters have to cover a wide range of subjects- 
from space shots to quarks to flu vaccinations-they can- 
not be experts about all of them. Thus, the panel members 
emphasized, the reporters need to know scientists whose 
opinions they can trust and who are willing to advise them, 
off the record if necessary, as to whether or not a particular 
item is worth writing about. Moreover, reporters who have 
to meet deadlines tend to be in a hurry to get that guidance. 
In order to meet these needs, the Society for Neuroscience 
now plans to publish a directory of members who are will- 
ing to serve as such sources for the press. 

The discussion following the panel's presentation made 
it clear that what one person considers information, anoth- 
er, in this case Edward Perl of the University of North Car- 
olina School of Medicine, may consider "publicity." The 
problem is particularly acute for the clinician since a news 
story about a clinical advance can result in an influx of 
patients who will pay for his services. 

Just about everyone at the seminar agreed that facts 
must be attributed to particular scientists if they are to have 
credibility; quoting a "source close to Mother Nature" 
would be preposterous, despite the example of political re- 
porters. The scientists thought that reporters could avoid 
suggesting that a scientist had sought publicity by in- 
dicating that the reporter had gone to the scientist, and not 
the other way around. They thought that including the in- 
formation that a particular treatment was available at more 
than one place would also help. The reporters replied that 
these were, or should be, standard journalistic practices. 

Finally, several scientists expressed reservations about 
the mechanisms for correcting distortions or errors in news 
stories. They were concerned that letters to the editor or 
errata rarely had the prominence of the original report. 

The discussions did not answer everyone's reservations 
about news coverage of research developments. But David 
Leff made a point that all scientists might ponder. He said 
that bad communication will drive out good communica- 
tion just as bad money drives out good money. In other 
words, if reliable scientists do not communicate with com- 
petent journalists, then charlatans and more sensational 
media would fill the vacuum. The choice then is not wheth- 
er to communicate, but what to communicate and to 
whom.-J.L.M. 
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ow, National Public Radio; David N. Leff, Medical World News; and Pat- 
rick Young, National Observer. 
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