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Should journalists take responsibility 
for reporting bad science?

A recent study by researchers at the University of Illinois and Arizona State  Uni-
versity concluded that people take hurricanes with feminine names less seriously than 
they do those with masculine names. The authors suggested feminine names could 
result in a death toll two to three times as high. 

These findings caught on with the media, and for good reason. Not only do they 
suggest many preventable deaths occur, but they find implicit sexism as the cause. 

Published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, this study 
was carried by virtually every major news organization. It also provided easy laughs 
for late-night television monologues.

There was only one problem: Most outside experts called the study flawed. A 
flurry of academic critiques ensued – what has come to be known as “post-publica-
tion review.”

The errors were methodological. The authors apparently had botched their sta-
tistical analysis of historic hurricane data. To many, it seemed intentional. 

Post-publication criticism has become more prevalent and visible. Academics 
now take part in real-time public conversations through Twitter. Some have teamed 
with traditional news outlets, such as the political scientist-run Monkey Cage blog, 
which is now partner to the Washington Post.

by Benjamin Lyons
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For those who ran the initial story, 
there was good reason to address the 
subsequent controversy. Jason Samenow, 
who reported the story for the Washing-
ton Post, wrote on the blowback the next 
day. (He also included comments from 
a skeptical expert in the original.) But 
most did not alert their readers.

 
 Gray areas

Among those who did not: the 
New York Times’ Nicholas Kristof. He 
included the study in a June 11 column 
headlined “She gets no respect: Sexism 
persists, even among the enlightened.” 

Andrew Gelman, professor of sta-
tistics and political science and director 
of the Applied Statistics Center at Co-
lumbia University, wondered if Kristof 
would issue a correction.

“There’s no shame in admitting a 
mistake,” Gelman wrote on his personal 
site, adding, “the only way to be sure 
you’re not promoting bad research is to 
promote no research.” 

Columnists such as Kristof who 
engage with current research in their 
policy opinions should be commended. 
But if they spread shoddy science, even 
unknowingly, they should inform their 
readers of the error. 

Gelman pointed out that beneath 
the hurricane column Kristof had issued 
a correction for a past misspelling of a 
source’s middle name. Surely his men-
tion of a study that claimed human lives 
could be on the line each time we name 
a hurricane deserved the same, Gelman 
proposed. 

But this raises additional questions. 
At what point do a study’s critics begin 
to speak for their professional commu-
nity at large? How can a journalist tell? 

Jeremy Freese, chair of sociology 
at Northwestern University, says this is 
why readers should not let journal edi-
tors, reviewers, universities or their PR 
departments off the hook, either. If a 
study’s errors are methodological, read-
ers cannot expect non-specialists to de-
cipher who is correct — the detractors, 
or the authors who refuse to back down. 

Someone such as Kristof may see 
these debates as esoteric. Were journals 
and universities to step up, it may be-
come a clearer case.

Freese, one of the sharpest critics of 
the hurricane study, excuses the media. 
He places the greatest share of blame on 

the authors’ universities, which issued a 
press release of what he calls a “dramatic 
presentation” of their results.

He notes that the press release in-
cluded a quote from Stanford University 
social scientist Hazel Rose Markus, who 
referred to the study as “proof positive” 
that our cultural associations bias our 
behavior. Not only is that phrasing bad 
social-scientific etiquette, but Freese 
says it also misrepresented the strength 
of the evidence to journalists and the 
public. 

“This isn’t something the media 
stumbled across and made viral,” he 
said. When scientists make grand claims 
in their work, and their universities 
distribute that hyperbole to the media, 
they begin a chain reaction of overstate-
ment. 

This also brings up a deeper prob-
lem of the reporting of science. Experts 
such as Gelman and Freese often talk 
about a fundamental misunderstanding 
of statistical significance that it is a sig-
nal of “proof.” 

Studies with findings such as those 
in the hurricane study are not so much 
backward as they are overhyped. Their 
modest empirical support is exagger-
ated, either by their authors or someone 
down the line.

 
Reacting to retractions

In 2012, a study was published 
that raised concerns that genetically 
modified corn caused cancer. Faced with 
overwhelming criticism, it was later re-
tracted. Were journalists who reported 
the story obligated to write retractions? 

Adam Markus of Retraction Watch, 
an outlet devoted to covering scientific 
retractions, says news outlets are not le-
gally bound to inform their readers of 
such developments. Of course, “ethi-
cally, I think they should,” he says. 

Today, news stories have longer 
shelf lives as they are stored online. 
Rather than literally fade as yesterday’s 
news, articles continue to pop up in 
search results. If authors decline to in-
sert an update, their mistakes can echo. 

Journalism is, with the 24-hour 
news cycle, more a work in progress 
than ever. Increased transparency would 
appear to be an obvious solution. Cur-
rently, much of this task may fall to sci-
ence bloggers, who derive a substantial 
amount of coverage from such mistakes. 

But this could further increase the 
“knowledge gap” in understanding. 

While most of the general public 
are passive learners, only exposed to the 
original misinformation, bloggers’ audi-
ences are more active seekers — likely 
more knowledgeable to begin with.

Leaving corrections up to niche or-
ganizations would make the rich richer 
and the poor poorer.

 
Coming clean

A study published in PLOS Medi-
cine (a peer-reviewed journal) looked at 
the amount of positive “spin” injected 
into descriptions of research at each 
stage of dissemination. Spin originated 
most often in a study’s abstract itself.

One way to help public under-
standing of scientific findings would 
be to give scientists some training as 
communicators to the media, stressing 
cautious interpretations. Rather than 
speaking to their small subfield, they 
may find themselves suddenly address-
ing a broader public, and different strat-
egies should be used with each audience. 

Public relations practitioners could 
be reminded to tone down their sales-
manship, especially if the research they 
publicize deals with the prospect of sav-
ing lives.

Journalists could help by continu-
ing to incorporate research, but swiftly 
and unapologetically issuing updates. 
They should certainly do so in the event 
of a retraction. But even in the absence 
of such actions by authors or journals, 
they should note when a study comes 
under a barrage of negative comments. 

Columnists could use those occur-
rences as teachable moments, pointing 
out the imperfect but usually fair pro-
cess of scientific progress. 

Writers such as Kristof should find 
no shame in this. The hurricane study 
he addressed had passed peer review in 
a prestigious publication. This points to 
another problem, though. Anonymous 
peer reviewers cannot be forced to ac-
count for their mistakes. 

Granted, refereeing papers is a 
thankless, unpaid job done as a service 
to one’s field. Even if the flaws of peer 
review are overhauled, mistakes will still 
occur. Scientists are human, but those 
on all sides — researchers, institutions 
and reporters — should be more willing 
to admit their errors. g


