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University of Amsterdam; Frits Traets, University of Leuven; Steve Tsang, City University of Hong Kong; Francis Tuerlinckx, University of Leuven; Paul Turchan, Jacksonville University; 
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Our message 

• 100 good faith attempts, modest success rate 
• Why?  Not clear.  All reasons are important, 

some are interesting 
• This first study should inspire deeper self-

examination 
• This is science being science 
• Psychology is leading the way 



Context 

• Journalist must make the research accessible 
– With fewer words  
– With simpler words 
– On a short deadline 
– Without depth expertise 
– Without discussing technical detail 
– Without collaborators to correct and edit nuance 

 
• What could go wrong? 



Researchers’ role 

• Provide main message in usable form 
• Say what it is AND what it isn’t 
• Qualifiers? Prioritize. 
• Be responsive 

 



Researchers’ role 

Help journalists do their job 



Preparation 

• Team 
– Volunteers, regional list, Hangout review 

• Documentation 
– Press release, notes, FAQs, list of non-authors 

• Virtual press conference 
– Monday before Thursday release 

• Proactive outreach 
– ~10 early interviews 

• Cleared schedule 
 



What happened 

• Week lead up = the science journalists 
• Day of and after = the media 

– Reliant on press release, low effort, little time 

• Triage 
– Reach of outlet 
– Region 



What happened 

• Responsive to queries 
• Provide usable responses – speak in quotes 
• Post release: Follow-up with corrections, 

suggesting links 
 



130 stories tracked 





Aftermath 

• Notes on quality and accuracy of coverage 
• Prioritization of journalists for future stories 
• Biggest complaint = Headlines 



Biggest Challenge 

Conveying Uncertainty 



Uncertainty for journalists 

• Ineffective = throwaway nods “may”, “just a 
first study” 

• Effective = Make uncertainty concrete 
– what is not known 
– how it could be wrong, and why it is worth taking 

seriously nonetheless 

• Key = Make uncertainty part of the story 



Uncertainty for researchers 

• Researchers human too 
• Urge to simplify begets minimizing uncertainty 
• Journo = “What am I supposed to do when 

researcher provides no uncertainty?” 
• Diagnostic question = “How might you be 

wrong?” 
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