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Cases for Teaching Responsible Communication of Science 
Genetically-modified headlines: Issues Brief 
Note: Unless marked with brackets, the perspectives, arguments and opinions stated in this issue 
brief are those expressed in interviews with participants in the case itself. The arguments in 
brackets are supplied by the case authors, either on their own initiative or by drawing on publicly 
available commentary on the context. 

1. Should the Authors agree to work with public-information officers to issue a press release 
about their published journal article to the media? 

 A. No.  

• The anti-GM movement will latch onto any supportive information that can be taken out 
of context and use it to try and influence policy.  

• Press releases are good if they serve the public interest, but the probable outcome of 
promoting this study is political manipulation and public misunderstanding, neither of 
which is in the public interest.  

• The public already holds biases about most controversial topics. It is the job of science to 
correct them and explain the truth, not feed the public more misinterpretations. 

• The media look for certain things when covering research, such as conflict, inflammatory 
quotes, single anecdotes and potential impact beyond what the data can show. 
Emphasizing any of these things hinder a true understanding of the science. 

• The scientific literature admittedly abounds with weak papers no worse than the authors’ 
that are eventually ignored. The added problem here is the controversial context that 
makes it even more important to keep the results away from politically adept non-
scientists. 

 B. Yes. 

• The study is publically funded through the National Science Foundation, so the public 
has a right to know what research is being done.  

• The aquatic context of the research represents a new potential risk of GM crops that few 
have considered previously.  

• Controversial topics are precisely where more communication should happen because 
those are the topics that matter within society. 

• The remedy for public misunderstanding is more communication with better 
interpretation, not less communication. 

• Communicating science to the public increases their science literacy, which allows 
people to make better-informed decisions, both personally and politically.  

• The public may legitimately be interested in the results. 
• It is nice for researchers to get attention for doing good work. 
• [Increased publicity in the media offers benefits for researchers, such as increased 

prominence in their fields and increased journal citation rates.] 
What choice did the authors make? (B) Some of the authors did decide to work with their public-
information officers to issue a press release about their research. However, in reality, the press 
release was timed to coincide with the publication of the article, so the critics had not yet had 
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time to voice their concerns. The authors interviewed were aware of similar studies that had be 
taken out of context in the past and knew their study would be controversial, but thought their 
target insect, the often unnoticed and unattractive caddisfly, would garner little interest.  

2. How should the Authors present their results to a general audience in the headline and lead 
sentence? 
 A. Accurate results should be presented as conservatively as possible.  

• The public is already prone to amplify scientific terms, so science communication for the 
public needs to counter such likely misinterpretations. For instance: 

o “Results” may merely be statistically significant but the public often assumes 
actual relevance. 

o “Effects” may be small or for specific conditions but the public often assumes 
generalizability and increased magnitudes. 

o [“Risk” may be inconsequential due to its low likelihood but the public often 
evaluates the mere possibility of risk as adverse.]  

• Communicating to the public in a controversial context will also attract unwanted 
attention looking to manipulate the message, so the responsibility is even greater to avoid 
offering anything could imply too much out of context even if the statement is accurate 
within context. 

• Scientists should not assume that anyone will read the press release as written – the 
[headline, lead sentence] and quotes are the information most often borrowed. These need 
to be able to stand on their own without misrepresenting the science. 

 B. Accurate results should be as attention grabbing as possible. 

• Communication with the public is only possible if they are willing to listen. Scientific 
information needs to earn their valuable attention by aligning with something they 
already find interesting – few people care about research for the sake of research.  

• [Rarely will the public read an entire news article – usually they will read the headline 
and up to 10 words of the lead sentence. Only if their interest has been raised will they 
read any more.] 

• The immediate goal of a press release is to convince journalists in the mass media that 
your story will be of enough interest to their readers that they cover your research. 
Journalists are looking for a standard set of news values: conflict, impact, timeliness, 
novelty, prominence and proximity.  

• Almost all research can be made newsworthy while maintaining its accuracy.  
• There are now fewer science journalists being targeted by more science press releases 

and it is getting harder to cut through the clutter to gain their attention. 
• [There is no point in writing a press release that has no chance of being picked up in the 

media.] 
What choice did the authors and public information officers make? (B) for the verb choice and 
then (A) for the target choice, resulting in a press release title of, “Genetically Engineered Corn 
May Harm Aquatic Ecosystems.” This choice implies more negative consequences than implied 
by the title of the original article “… may affect headwater stream ecosystems,” but implies less 
certainty than the contested sentence in the abstract, “…widespread planting of [GM] crops has 
unexpected ecosystem-scale consequences.” 
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3. When, if ever, can researchers appropriately be held responsible for the social impacts that 
result from their public communication with the media? 

 A. Researchers should generally be held responsible. 

• Gone are the days when only scientists were interested in science. Researchers [and 
science writers] need to stop being naïve and recognize that they are now part of politics 
and think beyond the immediate implications of their work. 

• The appropriate role of science is to promote the best for society. Careless 
communication can run counter to that role and researchers and science writers are 
ultimately responsible for their societal outcomes. 

• Scientific information that gets hijacked by political advocates hurts the science itself. 
Researchers [and science writers] need to protect the reputation of the science endeavor 
with their communication. 

 B. Researchers should generally NOT be held responsible. 

• Because it is impossible to know the response to science communication beforehand, all 
researchers and science writers can do is stick to the facts. 

• Researchers and science writers have no control over how others may or may not use 
their words in the future and shouldn’t be held responsible for misuse by others.  

• Researchers are not trained communicators and their public communication is extra to 
their real work. A researcher’s job is to conduct the research and stand behind the work. 
The responsibility falls more to the science writers trained in communication. 

• Often researchers do not have a position within the social controversy. If you are not on a 
side, how can you choose whom to counter ahead of time in favor of whom? 

What did the authors think? Closer to (B) than (A). Both the authors and critics agree that 
science taken out of context and used to manipulate policy is damaging and should be fought 
whenever it happens. They just disagree on where the blame should lie when it happens. 

 


