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Other (non-science) journalists recognize this(3ERTE FHMNRIBELE L HEEBATED
and are uncomfortable with what they see. As science correspondent for the BBC
World Service, I regularly experienced the quiet frustration some elements of the
newsroom felt with science journalists. My colleagues felt that we reported on
published papers without significant analysis, depth or critical comment: we just

translated what scientists said.
The priest perception

You could say that this is not exactly a description of a journalist — more that of a
priest, taking information from a source of authority and communicating it to the

congregation.

This perception is reinforced when you compare our role with that of other
journalists. Political journalists, for example, take an active part in the political
debate. They produce expert commentary on the subtleties of the political process,
highlighting strengths, weaknesses and potential pitfalls of policy ideas. They
interview politicians as equals, challenging them to explain their ideas and, crucially,

picking them up on inconsistencies, contradictions and mistakes.

These journalists are active participants in the process of knowledge creation in a
way that science journalists cannot be, given the qualifications needed to act as an
equal in scientific debate. Although science news reporting can influence science
funding and research priorities, science journalists are not players in the scientific
process. Again this is like a priest, who has little or no effect on the activities of the
deity itself and who is not actually needed for the deity to continue.

The 'priesthood’ model of science journalism needs to be toppied, but this is easier
said than done. The time pressures on journalists today do not bode weli for calls for
more depth, context and criticism. But one appealing way to start is if scientists
helped to unmask the very human process through which science is produced and
reviewed, thus dismantling their church-like roles as unquestionable authorities.
Press officers at universities and research journals could help by providing more
background and context to new findings and discoveries for those journalists who
are still too pressed for time to obtain this information themselves.

Alongside this is a need for science journalism to develop roles analogous to those
of political journalism or literary and artistic criticism. We need to have the
willingness to acquire more expertise so we can understand the technical details of
the science, be able to interrogate and be critical when necessary, and not feel

BRE

intimidated by those we are interviewing.
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