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How can we increase the likelihood 
that science findings will reach and be 

accepted by relevant audiences? 



1. Press coverage doesn’t necessarily yield 
public recall

2. Press releases can distort, confuse or 
reinforce findings

3. Effective release is accurate and 
translates into consistent headlines

4. Accuracy and use of knowledge, not 
number of hits, are what matters

5. Universities should police their releases
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Press coverage doesn’t necessarily 
yield public recall

• Despite extensive publicity of May 17, 2016 
NASEM GE report, only 18% were aware of its 
existence in May APPC national survey 

• Despite extensive publicity of June 8, 2016 
NASEM gene drive report, only 2% were aware 
of it in June APPC national survey



Press coverage doesn’t necessarily yield 
public recall

• For comparison: the week after the 2 major 
party conventions (7/29-8/1/2016)
– 40% could name Pence as Trump’s running mate
– 39% could name Kaine as Clinton’s running mate
– 92% could name Clinton as Dem. nominee 
– 91% could name Trump as Rep. nominee
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Press releases can distort (hype), 
confuse or reinforce findings

• Press releases need to: 
a) Be accurate and focused
b) Clearly communicate central 

consequential findings



Distort (hype) in 
releases

Sumner et al. (2014) 
reviewed 462 biomedical & 
health related press releases 
issued by 20 leading UK 
universities in 2011

- Sumner, Vivian-Grittiths, Boivin, et al.

BMJ, 2014



Distort (hype) in 
releases

“40% (95% confidence interval 
33% to 46%) of the press releases 
contained exaggerated advice”
• “33% (26% to 40%) contained 

exaggerated causal claims”
• “36% (28% to 46%) contained 

exaggerated inference to 
humans from animal research”

- Sumner, Vivian-Grittiths, Boivin, et al.

BMJ, 2014



Distort (hype) in 
releases

“When press releases contained 
such exaggeration, 58% (95% 
confidence interval 48% to 68%), 
81% (70% to 93%), and 86% (77% 
to 95%) of news stories, 
respectively, contained similar 
exaggeration”

- Sumner, Vivian-Grittiths, Boivin, et al.

BMJ, 2014



Distort (hype) in 
releases

Brechman, Lee, and Capella 
(2009) examined 23 press 
releases about genetic research 
on cancer outcomes/behaviors 
and 71 related news items  

- Brechman, Lee, and Cappella
Science Communication, 2009



Distort (hype) in 
releases

The “intermediary press 
release may serve as a source 
of distortion in the 
dissemination of science to the 
lay public”

- Brechman, Lee, and Cappella
Science Communication, 2009



Distort (hype) in 
releases

• “genetic discoveries are 
presented in a biologically 
deterministic and simplified 
manner 67.5% of the time”

• “when two [news] sources 
report on the same scientific 
discovery, the information is 
inconsistent more than 40% 
of the time” 

- Brechman, Lee, and Cappella
Science Communication, 2009
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b) NASEM gene drive report (June 2016)

c) NASEM GE report (May 2016)



Did the press releases on these studies 
translate into clear, consistent headlines?

a) APPC gun violence in movies (Nov. 
2013)

b) NASEM gene drive report (June 2016)

c) NASEM GE report (May 2016)



Principle: Effective release is accurate and 
translates into clear, consistent headlines

• Did the November 2013 releases by 
Pediatrics and APPC on the “Gun Violence 
Trends in Movies” report pass this test?



American Academy 
of Pediatrics press 

release

• Posted online and 
sent to the journal’s 
contacts

- American Academy of Pediatrics 
Nov. 11 2013



American Academy of Pediatrics 
press release

• HEADLINE: Gun Violence has Tripled in PG-13 Movies

• 1ST SENTENCES: “A study in Pediatrics has found violence in 
films has more than doubled since 1950, and the presence of gun 
violence in PG-13-rated films has more than tripled since the rating 
was introduced in 1985. The study, “Gun Violence Trends in 
Movies,” in the December 2013 Pediatrics (published online Nov. 
11), analyzed a sample of the top-grossing films for each of the 
years from 1950 to 2012.”

- American Academy of Pediatrics, Nov. 11, 2013

http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/cgi/doi/10.1542/peds.2013-1600


APPC press release

• Posted online, sent 
to contacts, and 
disseminated via PR 
Newswire

- Annenberg Public Policy Center
Nov. 11, 2013



APPC press release
• HEADLINE: More gun violence in top PG-13 movies than 

in biggest R-rated films

• 1ST SENTENCES: “The amount of gun violence in the top-
grossing PG-13 movies has more than tripled since 1985, and in 
2012 it exceeded the gun violence in the top-grossing R-rated 
movies, according to researchers at the Annenberg Public Policy 
Center and the Ohio State University. The overall rate of violence in 
the biggest box-office movies has more than doubled since 1950, 
the researchers report in a new study.”

- Annenberg Public Policy Center, Nov. 11, 2013



Coverage of gun violence study included:
TV/cable/radio
• ABC’s “World News with Diane 

Sawyer” 
• “Good Morning America” 
• CNN
• NPR
• CBS News
• FOX News
• NBC News
International
• Mirror UK
• Malta Today
• Agence France-Presse
• The Guardian

Print/online
• Associate Press
• New York Times
• Los Angeles Times
• Wall Street Journal
• Washington Post
• TIME
Independent/advocacy sites & blogs
• Think Progress
• Screen Daily (UK)
• A.V. Club
• MyBrownBaby (parenting blog)



News headlines
• “A rapid-fire surge in PG-13 violence” – Los Angeles 

Times, Nov. 12, 2013
• “PG-13 movies match R rating for violence, study says” 

– Washington Post, Nov. 11, 2013
• “Gun violence rampant in movies for teens, study 

shows” – Agence France-Press, Nov. 11, 2013



News headlines
• “”Gun Violence in Top-Grossing PG-13 Films Exceed R-

rated Ones” – Wall Street Journal, Nov. 11, 2013
• “Gun Violence in American Movies is Rising, Study 

Finds” – New York Times, Nov. 11, 2013
• “PG-13 movies are now more violence than R-rated ‘80s 

flicks –study” – NBC News, Nov. 11, 2013
• “Gun violence in PG-13 films tops level in R-rated 

movies” – USA Today, Nov. 11, 2013
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Principle: Effective release is accurate and 
translates into consistent headlines

• Did the June 2016 NASEM “Gene Drives 
on the Horizon” report pass this test?



Press release on 
NASEM June 2016 

“Gene Drives on the 
Horizon” report

- NASEM, June 8 2016



NASEM press 
release on report

- NASEM, June 8 2016



NASEM press release – 1st paragraph

• “The emerging science of gene drives has the potential to address 
environmental and public health challenges, but gene-drive 
modified organisms are not ready to be released into the 
environment and require more research in laboratories and highly 
controlled field trials”

• “To navigate the uncertainty posed by this fast-moving field of study 
and make informed decisions about the development and potential 
application of gene-drive modified organisms, the committee that 
conducted the study and wrote the report recommended a 
collaborative, multidisciplinary, and cautionary approach to 
research on and governance of gene drive technologies.” 



NASEM gene drive report covered by certain
major outlets & science publications

General publications
• National Public Radio (NPR)
• New York Times
• Washington Post 
• PBS NewsHour
• NC State News 
• Vox
• The Guardian (x3) 
• Pulse Headlines 
• Reason Magazine 
• New Yorker Magazine 
• KPBS

Science publications
• Science Magazine
• Nature (x2)
• Popular Science 
• STAT (x2)
• MIT Technology (x2)



New York Times: Panel endorses? Or supports
study of? Or gives limited backing to?

• ONLINE: “Panel Endorses ‘Gene Drive’ 
Technology That Can Alter Entire Species” 

- Amy Harmon, New York Times (online), June 8, 2016

• PRINT: A1 “Science Panel Supports Study of 
Specieswide Gene Editing” 
PRINT: A15 “Gene Editing to Alter Entire Species 
Gets Limited Backing From Science Panel”

- Amy Harmon, New York Times (print), June 9, 2016



Washington Post headlines

• ONLINE: “Genetically engineered bugs to fight 
malaria and Zika? Not so fast, experts say”

• PRINT: “National Academies: Too soon to 
release ‘gene-drive’ organisms into nature”

- Joel Achenbach, Washington Post
June 8, 2016



Other headlines

• “New Genetic Engineering Method Called 
Promising — And Perilous” 

- Rob Stein, NPR, June 8, 2016

• “We Should Keep Modifying Organisms With 
'Gene Drive', Report Says: It's Too Soon to 
Release Them into the Wild, However…” 

- Kate Baggaley, Popular Science, June 8, 2016
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Principle: Effective release is accurate and 
translates into consistent headlines

• Did the May 2016 NASEM “Genetically 
Engineered Crops: Experiences and 
Prospects” report pass this test?



NASEM press 
release on GE 

report
Presented modified version 
of the Report in Brief

- NASEM, May 17 2016



NASEM press 
release on GE 

report

- NASEM, May 17 2016



NASEM press release – 1st paragraph
• “while recognizing the inherent difficulty of detecting 

subtle or long-term effects on health or the 
environment, the study committee found:” 
– “no substantiated evidence of a difference in risks to human 

health between current commercially available genetically 
engineered (GE) crops and conventionally bred crops” 

– “nor did it find conclusive cause-and-effect evidence of 
environmental problems from the GE crops”

• “However, evolved resistance to current GE 
characteristics in crops is a major agricultural problem”

- NASEM, May 17 2016



NASEM GE report coverage included:
General publications
• Washington Post
• USA Today
• Associated Press
• NBC News
• New York Times
• Wall Street Journal

Food & agriculture sites
• National Geographic’s The Plate



Conveyed message



Headlines
• Safe

– “Genetically Modified Crops Are Safe, Report Says” -
Maggie Fox, NBC News, May 17 2016

– “Genetically Engineered Crops Are Safe, Analysis 
Finds” - Andrew Pollack, The New York Times, May 17 2016



Headlines
• Safe but…

– “Report: Genetically altered food safe but not curing 
hunger” - Seth Borenstein, Associated Press, May 17 2016

– “Science Group Vouches for GMO Foods: The report 
says genetically modified foods are safe for people 
and don’t appear to harm the environment” - Jacob 
Bunge, Wall Street Journal, May 18 2016



Headlines
• Product, not process

– “ Are GMO Crops Safe? Focus on the plant, not the 
process, scientists say” - Joel Achenbach, Washington Post, 
May 17 2016
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Accuracy and use of knowledge, not 
number of hits, are what matters

Question: What is the intended audience? 

• Audience for GE report should include policy-
makers deliberating about/reporters writing 
about labeling

• Audience for gun violence in movies should 
include Motion Picture Association of America



GE report audience should include those 
involved in GMO labeling 

debate/coverage

• No reference to NASEM report in mass-
circulation mainstream July 2016 coverage of 
GMO labeling bill
– Approved by the House on July 14, 2016, and signed 

by President Obama on July 29, 2016



• No mention of any 
findings from 
NASEM report on 
GE crop safety

- Stephanie Strom, New York Times
July 14 2016

No reference to May 
NASEM GE report



- Heather Haddon, Wall Street Journal
July 14 2016

No reference to May 
NASEM GE report



How did NASEM report get into 
subsequent coverage of labeling 

legislation? 

Piggy-backing scientific consensus 
into report of new survey



APPC ASK survey on 
GMO foods/labels

• 58% acknowledge 
fair/poor understanding 
of GMOs

- APPC press release, ASK survey on GMO 
knowledge and food labels

July 18 2016



APPC ASK survey on 
GMO foods/labels

- APPC press release, ASK survey on GMO 
knowledge and food labels

July 18 2016



Article about ASK 
survey

- Chelsea Harvey, Washington Post
July 21 2016



Committee member 
Dominique Brossard 
quoted in press release 
and interviewed for 
coverage discusses NASEM 
report

- Chelsea Harvey, Washington Post
July 21 2016

Reporting on the 
ASK survey



Audience for movie violence study 
should include those involved in the 
debate about gun violence and about 

violence in movies



Influence of gun violence trends in 
movies study

• Led to conversations between scholars 
and influentials in the Hollywood 
community

• Continues to frame press reporting of 
violence in movies and the MPAA ratings 
system



Cartoon from LA Times

- David Horsey, Los Angeles Times
Nov. 13 2013



- Michael Cieply and Brooks Barnes,
“‘Rule Followers’ Flock to a Convention 

Where Fake Violence Reigns”
New York Times, July 26 2014



- Oliver Gettell
Entertainment Weekly, Aug. 3 2016
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How can universities increase 
accuracy of press releases about 

their scholars’ research?



“Self-correction in 
science at work” 

- Alberts, Cicerone, et al., Science
June 26 2015



“Universities  should  insist  that  their  faculties and 
students are schooled in the ethics  of  research,  their  

publications  feature neither  honorific  nor  ghost  
authors,  their public  information  offices  avoid  hype  in  
publicizing  findings,  and  suspect  research is  promptly  

and  thoroughly  investigated.” 

- Alberts, Cicerone, et al., “Self-correction in science at work”
Science, June 26 2015
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