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Improving Public Understanding: Guidelines for
Communicating Emerging Science on Nutrition,
Food Safety, and Health

For Journalists, Scientists, and All Other Communicators

Based on an advisory group convened by the Harvard School of Public
Health and the International Food Information Council Foundation*

guently reviewed by a second meeting of advisory group mem-

Twenty-five years ago, the chances were slim that a food apérs and revised, and the final draft circulated to roundtable
health-related study in a scientific journal would make the evgarticipants prior to publication. At the heart of these principles
ning news or greet readers in their morning newspapers. Naw.the belief that food-related sciencan be effectively com-
hardly a week goes by when a breaking dietary study doesmitinicated in ways that serve both public understanding and the
make headlines. objectives of the communicators.

There are a number of reasons why. Public interest in nutri- Of all the questions surrounding the communication of food-
tion and food safety has increased dramatically. And food steelated studies, perhaps the most basic is, should single studies
ries—because they are inherently so personal—make for cdme- communicated at all to the public at large? Almost by defi-
pelling news. Just as important, scientists have much to gaition, much of the information involved is preliminary, not
from increased visibility. And the same holds true for the jouconclusive, and therefore not a strong basis for change in public
nals that first publish the studies or other communicators wipolicy or behavior. Even so, these studies, and the news stories
have an interest in advancing public understanding of the issuégy spawn, can be useful in raising public awareness of key

But there’s another reality about emerging science, the medialfrition, health, and food safety issued-they are expressed in
and the public. And that's confusion. Surveys tell us that tf@ough context to enable the average person to weigh the infor-
high volume of media coverage has not brought clarity to @ration appropriately.
improved understanding of a topic of such obvious impact. More These guidelines are intended to suggest how that context can
has not always meant better. be provided. They outline the necessary data, disclosures, and

Again, there are several reasons why. First, the public’s ugPntextual qualifiers to help the public evaluate a study’s rel-
familiarity with the scientific process can make the evolutiona§vance and importance. However, there is no expectation that
nature of research appear contradictory and confusing. Secd€ry news story will include all or most of the suggested in-
scientists, themselves, don't always agree on what constituf@gnation. Instead, these guidelines can help communicators fo-
scientific evidence sufficient to warrant changing recommendg{s on the most vital information the public should have in order
tions to the public. And, perhaps most important of all, ho#® form the most useful net impression of a particular study’s
emerging science is communicated—by scientists, the journdigdings.
the media, and the many interest groups that influence the pro-With each study, the information will vary. The key to evalu-
cess—also can have powerful effects on the public’s understa@iing one study may be the limitations of its methodology; for
ing, on its behavior and, ultimately, on its well-being. another, it may be an understanding of which population groups

To examine these issues and assist the communications & most affected by the findings. These guidelines will help
cess, the Harvard School of Public Health and the Internatiof@mmunicators ask key questions so that they can identify which
Food Information Council Foundation convened an advisofpecific answers will best inform the public.
group of leading experts. Following the initial meeting in Bos-
ton, Massachusetts, a series of eight roundtables was held
around the country involving more than 60 other nutrition re- *Correspondence toAmelia Morgan, International Food Information Council
searchers, food scientists, jouma| editors, university press ofﬁ:@_undation, 1100 Connecticut Ave., N.W., Suite 430, Washington, DC 20036.

broad t d orint t d f Iggblisher’s noteindividuals and organizations are authorized and encouraged
€rs, broadcast and print reporters, consumer groups, and g0 produce and distribute this document, in whole or in part, without cost or

industry exegutives.S(ee“Appenc_ib_(” section.) _ permission, provided the following conditions are met: 1) Toernal of the
Based on input from the participants at these meetings, a Sefional Cancer Institutés cited as the original source and 2) any parts of the

of guiding principles for the communication of emerging scienctcument used are reproduced without alteration to the text.
has been developed. The first draft of guidelines was subgeoxford University Press
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The guidelines are presented in several groupings—first, g€Beneral Guidelines for ALL PARTIES in the
gral guidelings rgleva_nt for all, fqlloweq by more Specmc_QUideCommunicationS Process
lines for scientists, journal editors, journalists, and interest
groups. They purposely are expressed as questions, rather thalVill your communication enhance public understanding of
imperative statements, to encourage self-inquiry and suggesdiet and health?
measures of responsible communication. As such, they are in- Is the study credible enough to warrant public attention?
tended to help ensure that sound science and improved public With the information you provided, will the public be able
understanding are the ultimate guides to what is communicated to properly assess the importance of the findings and

and how.
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whether they should have any immediate bearing on their
food choices?

» Have you avoided an overly simplistic approach that may

inappropriately characterize individual foods, ingredients,
or supplements as good or bad? Have you helped the public
understand how the food, ingredient, or supplement can be
consumed as part of a total healthful diet, or why it should
not be consumed?

Have you appropriately represented the study’s overall
conclusions and avoided highlighting selective findings
which, on their own, might present a misleading picture?

2. Have you put the study findings into context?

If the findings are preliminary and nonconclusive, have you
made that clear?

If the findings differ with previous studies, have you indi-
cated this and explained why? If the results refute previ-
ously released results, do you provide a weight of evidence
comparable to the earlier findings?

Have you clarified to whom the findings apply? Have you
avoided generalizing the effects when the study was re
stricted to populations of a certain age or sex or with specific
genetic, environmental, or other predisposing conditions?
Have you included information about risk/benefit trade-
offs of consuming or not consuming certain foods, ingre-
dients, or supplements? Have you explained how these
risks and benefits compare with other factors (e.qg., level of
physical activity, genetic history) that may also contribute
to health?

In explaining a dietary risk, have you distinguished be-
tween population-wide estimates and individual risk? Have
you cited statistics on absolute risk and not just relative
risk, e.g., expressing an increase in incidence from “one in
a million to three in a million” and not just as “three times
the risk”"?

3. Have the study or findings been peer-reviewed?
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Has the study been peer-reviewed by independent scientists
or published in a peer-reviewed journal? At the same time,
have you understood that while peer review is an important
standard, it does not guarantee the findings are definitive or
conclusive?

If a study has not been peer-reviewed (e.g., a paper pre-
sented at a meeting or convention), are the findings so
important that they should be communicated to the public
before peer review?

Have you distinguished between actual study findings and
editorials or commentaries that may have been written
about the study? Have you clarified that an editorial is an
expression of personal views and has not always been peer-
reviewed? Have you investigated how widely held these
views are or whether the editorial represents a narrowly-
held opinion?
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4. Have you disclosed the important facts about the study? all journalists who agree to respect the embargo, not just a
* Have you provided adequate information on the study’s select group of reporters?
original purpose, research design, and methods of data col- Do you notify scientists whose studies will likely receive

lection and analysis? press attention when the embargoed issue is being made
* Have you acknowledged any limitations or shortcomings available?
the study may have? « Do you provide the relevant articles from the embargoed
5. Have you disclosed all key information about the study’s  journal to study authors so they can preview other related
funding? work in that issue, helping them respond to questions?
* Have you publicly disclosed all funding sources for the. Do you encourage responsible media reporting on study find-
study? ings?
* Are you reasonably confident of the study’s objectivity and « |f you issue a news release on an article in your journal, is
independence? it faithful to the underlying research? Does it provide ad-
* Have you considered what the funders stand to gain or lose equate background information?
from the study’s outcome? 3. Have you considered the effect of the study findings on con-
« Have you allowed the validity of the science to speak for symers?
itself, regardless of the funding? « Have you considered what might be the effect of the study
L L L finding on the general public?
Communication Guidelines for Scientists « Does the study warrant an accompanying editorial to help

1. Have you provided essential background information about PUt the findings into context? If so, is the editorial content
the study in your written findings, or to journalists or others _Included in the news release? ,
requesting it, in a language that can be understood? 4. Does your submission po!|cy permlt smenus_ts to clarify re-
« Have you explained all details of the study including pur- SUlts of abstract presentations with the media®

pose, hypothesis, type and number of subjects, research Does your submission policy make it clear that scientists
design, methods of data collection and analysis, and the presenting abstracts should submit the complete report for
primary findings? peer review? Have you stressed they should not distribute

« Are you reporting study findings consistent with the origi- ~ COPies of the complete report of the study, or figures or
nal purpose of the data collection? tables from that study, to the media before publication in a
« Were appropriate scientific methods of inquiry used? Did ~ Peer-reviewed journal?
you disclose any study shortcomings or limitations, includ- o o )
ing methods of data collection? Were objective health me&ommunication Guidelines for Journalists

rement to help veri If-reports?
surements used to help verify self-reports 1. Is your story accurate and balanced?

» Was the study conducted in animals or humans? Are limi- . - .
: . ; . . * Have you established the credibility of your primary
tations of animal models noted in terms of their applica- source?

ili ?
bility to humans Have you asked other reputable scientists and other third-

« Have you waited to report the results until the study has ’ . . . .
been independently peer-reviewed? If not, did you disclose pgrty _health sources if they_ bel!eve the_ study is reliable and
' ’ significant? Have these scientists reviewed the study?

to the media that the findings are preliminary and have not Do the third-party sources you are quoting represent main-

_revi ?
yet been peg_r rewgwed. . . stream scientific thinking on the issue involved? If not,
2. Have you clarified dietary risks and benefits? : .
; . have you made it clear that such opinions or commentary
« Did you explain the dosage of a substance or amount of . L : . .
. . . differ from most scientific perspectives on this topic? If
food or ingredient that was linked to the health outcome? Is . . .
) .. such opposing viewpoints are expressed by only one or two
this amount reasonably consumed by the average indi- . = . .
individuals, does the amount of coverage given reflect that

vidual? o o
?
« What was the original risk of developing the disease? Have these are clearly minority opinions:
» Have you received and reviewed a copy of the study pub-

you expressed the new level of risk in terms of both abso- . . . )
lication—not simply reviewed abstracts, news releases,

lute and relative risk? : . .
wire reports, or other secondary sources of information?

3. Have you met the needs of the media? S .
X o . * After reviewing the study results and limitations, have you
 Are you available for media interviews the day before/after Lo S
concluded it still warrants coverage? Have you objectively

2
the rel_ease_ B D(.) you make every attempt to respond to considered the possibility of not covering the study?
media inquiries in a timely fashion? : L .
.+ Are words used to describe the findings appropriate for the
» Does the news release prepared for the study communicate . S
the primary findings faithfully and without exaggeration? type of investigation? Cause and effect can only be shown
b y g Y 99 ' directly in studies in which the intervention is the only

Ha\{e you,rewewed and approved the final version of your variable modified between the experimental and control
institution’s news release? group

* Is the tone of the news report appropriate? Do you avoid
using words that overstate the findings, e.g., “may” does
1. Does your embargo policy enhance public communication? not mean “will” and “some” people does not mean “all”
« Do you make embargoed copies of the journal available to or “most” people?

Communication Guidelines for Journal Editors
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« Are the headlines, photo images, and graphics consistent you provide scientific explanations of why the story is
with the findings and content of your article? incorrect, not simply express opinions or judgments of a
2. Have you applied a healthy skepticism in your reporting? few individuals? Do you follow-up with journalists to ac-
« In talking to sources and reading news releases, have you knowledge an accurate, insightful story?
separated fact versus emotion or commentary? 2. Do you adhere to ethical standards in providing diet and
Do the study findings seem plausible? health information?
* Have you used any hyped or “loaded” terms in the head- * Do you respect the embargo placed on a study, rather than
line or body of a report to attract public attention, e.g., attempting to scoop or “be first with” the news?
“scientific breakthrough” or “medical miracle”? Does the ¢ Have you avoided promoting or writing news releases on
report indirectly suggest that a pill, treatment, or other ap-  studies that have not been peer-reviewed? Have you ac-
proach is a “silver bullet”? knowledged that results that have not been scientifically
« Have you applied the same critical standards to all sources reviewed are preliminary findings and do not call for a
of information—from scientists, to public relations/press  change in behavior?
offices, to journals, to industry, to consumer and special » Have you identified your organization’s viewpoint and
interest groups? What does the information source have to sources of funding?

gain if its point of view is presented? Have you considered.
a range of conflict-of-interest possibilities beyond dollars? ist of Further Resources to Accompany the

3. Does your story provide practical consumer advice? “Guidelines for Communicating Emerging
« Have you translated the findings into everyday consum&cience on Nutrition, Food Safety, and Health”
advice? For example, if a study reports on the effects of K
specific nutrient, have you considered identifying the fooal.asa;
in which it is most commonly found? » Blum D, Knudson M, editors. A field guide for science writ-
* How do action steps relate to the larger context of existingers. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997.
dietary guidance (e.g., Dietary Guidelines for Americans, Cohn V. News & numbers: a guide to reporting statistical
USDA Food Guide Pyramid, importance of balance, vari- claims and controversies in health and other fields. Revised
ety, and moderation)? ed. Ames (IA): lowa State University Press, 1994.
« Have you provided credible national, state, or local re- Gastel B. Presenting science to the public. Philadelphia: ISI
sources where consumers can obtain more information oPress, 1983.
assistance on the diet and health topic—especially if theKamrin MA, Katz DJ, Walter ML. Reporting on risk: a jour-
findings present an immediate threat to public health andnalist's handbook on environmental-risk assessment. Los An-
safety (such as foodborne or waterborne illness outbreak)geles: Foundation for American Communications, 1995.
e.g., brochures, toll-free hotlines, online resources? » National Association of Science Writers. Communicating sci-
4. Is your reporting grounded in basic understanding of scien-ence news: a guide for public information officers, scientists,
tific principles? and physicians. 3rd ed. Greenlawn (NY): National Association
« Are you aware of the difference between evidence andof Science Writers, 1996.
opinion? If not, have you consulted knowledgeable Rodgers JE, Adams WC. Media guide for academics. Los
sources? Angeles: Foundation for American Communications, 1994.
* Are you familiar with the scientific method of inquiry ands Shortland M, Gregory J. Communicating science: a handbook.
various terms such as hypothesis testing, control groupsNew York: John Wiley & Sons, 1991.
randomization, double-blind study, etc.? Do you undef- Zinsser W. On writing well: an informal guide to writing
stand and communicate that science is evolutionary, nononfiction. 5th ed. New York: Harper Perennial, 1994.

revolutionary in nature? » Evered D, O’'Connor M, editors. Communicating science to
 Are you familiar with different types of studies, why they the public. New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1987.
are used, and the limitations of each? » Friedman SM, Dunwoody S, Rogers CL, editors. Scientists

« Do you stay current on diet and health recommendationsand journalists: reporting science as news. New York: The
so as to help identify the true significance of new find- Free Press, 1986.

ings? » Lewenstein BV, editor. When science meets the public. Wash-
ington (DC): American Association for the Advancement of
Guidelines for Industry, Consumer, and Other Science, 1992.

» McRae MW, editor. The literature of science: perspectives on
popular scientific writing. Athens (GA): University of Georgia
1. Have you provided accurate information and feedback to théPress, 1993.
media? * Moore M, editor. Health risks and the press: perspectives on
 Is your news release on the study in keeping with themedia coverage of risk assessment and health. Washington
findings, i.e., neither exaggerates or oversimplifies nor dis-(DC): The Media Institute, 1989.
regards or sensationalizes the findings? Does it provideNelkin D. Selling science: how the press covers science and
new insight or help enhance public understanding of thetechnology. Revised ed. New York: W. H. Freeman, 1995.
study results? » Burkett W. News reporting: science, medicine, and high tech-
» Do you tactfully correct misinformation in the media? Do nology. Ames (IA): lowa State University Press, 1986.
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