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TRUST
TRUTH



Truth 
is at Risk



News
“anything that interests a large part of 

the community and has never been 
brought to their attention before”

Information 

Knowledge 
Winsten, JA   Science and the Media: the boundaries of truth Health Aff 1985;4:5-23





let me 
tell you

a
story

Making cardiac surgery 
 in diabetic patients  

safer

“Tin-Foil Treatment  
Saves Lives”



What is  
medical news?



Medical  
research 

is slow and  
cumulative



The famous: 
who? 
what? 

where? 
when? 
why?



General News Reporting Medical News Reporting

Circumscribed events; the famous,  
who, what, what & when

On-going stream of information 
from experiments over time 

Anecdotal evidence Data, probabilities & conclusions

General reporting skills Specific knowledge; study design, 
statistics, epidemiology, risk

General training Specific training?

based on Johnson , Shattuck Lecture 1998



“I provide cheap entertainment 
for hypochondriacs”



the foremost goal  
of the [commercial]  

media industry is  
to make a profit

Schwitzer et al PLoS Medicine 2005;2(7):e215

£



reach
readers
revenue

“stories from the front line 

of  medical research can 

make it onto page one -  

the most coveted 

real estate in daily 

journalism”.
Meryl Goozner, 2005



Tone of articles 
in popular press  

Positive
65%

Mostly positive
16%

Neutral
7%

Mostly Negative
8%

Negative 
4%

Marcon et al 2018 Genetics in Medicine e-pub

Stories in the popular press 
are overwhelmingly positive



Where do the stories  
come from?



–Timothy Johnson, 1998

“The fundamental question in medical journalism is how best to identify, 
process and report legitimate medical information to the public.” 

FRAMING AGENDA-SETTING
selective coverage of 

specific topics, 

facts, 

controversies, 

and assertions

highlighting specific issues 

for public debate 

at the exclusion of others



Picking the  
‘right’ story



The U2 Syndrome

if the editor, anchor or chief reporter 
becomes interested in something,

 then YOU TOO 
(the public) must be interested 

Johnson , Shattuck Lecture 1998



The Hook
• sensationalism (fear, death, destruction [eg a pandemic])

• novelty (new, fresh, exciting, different, quirky, technology)

• controversy or disagreement

• something that has directly affected your audience

• local involvement/detail/people

• a moral or ethical element
Leask et al 2010 BMC Public Health:10;535-542
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•SARS

•Bioterrorism

•West Nile Fever
•AIDS

•Smoking

•Inactivity

New Health Hazards are  
over-reported by mass media,  

in comparison to common threats

from Bomlitz and Brezis 2008 J Pub Health 30(2);202-204



(80%) focused on cure research, rather than rehabilitation
research. Although the long-term anticipation of curing
SCI could render rehabilitation unnecessary, several other
factors may contribute to the uneven proportion. As noted,
there is evidence that a shift in funding has occurred from
rehabilitation-focused research to cure-focused research
and it is thus not unexpected to see higher levels of report-
ing in the research field with the most growth. However,
rehabilitation research is still quite prominent as indicated
by a high number of NIH-funded grants. Several other
factors may contribute to the reporting disproportion.

The stem cell research industry is both well organized
and well funded. Promoting cure-focused research is
a diverse coalition of prominent organizations, including
academic institutions such as Harvard Medical School
and Johns Hopkins University and private for-profit corpo-
rations such as Advanced Cell Technology. This coalition
has been further bolstered by big name advocates such as
Christopher Reeve and Nancy Reagan, the top 2 referenced
individuals among all articles. Conversely, there is no
similar coalition surrounding SCI rehabilitation research,
a field that may overlap into the research fields of other
disabling conditions.

A second factor elevating the prominence of cure-focused
research is its controversial nature. Four of the top 5 most
commonly cited news events were political in nature. The

Bush Administration, which took a public and confronta-
tional position regarding stem cell research by limiting fund-
ing, was in office for 7 of the 10 years in the analysis. The
politicization of the issue became apparent during the 2004
election cycle. This political tension not only tightened the
coalition supporting stem cell research but also helped raise
attention of the antiestem cell research coalition, fromwhich
several members received hits in this analysis. Surprisingly,
news events expected to trigger SCI rehabilitation research,
such as the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, were not present
in the analysis. As indicated in Figure 2, publication of
rehabilitation-focused articles was more scattered, with
several spikes, and did not seem to be driven by other news
events. Because rehabilitation of SCI overlaps with the
rehabilitation of other disabilities, such as traumatic brain
injury and amputation, it is possible that such research
has been reported in a broader context. Additionally, since
so few articles were classified as rehabilitation-focused, it
may be inappropriate to speculate about any potential
rehabilitation-focused trends in Figure 2.

The differences in reporting cure versus rehabilitation
research highlights the relative newness of regenerative
medicine. The difference also emphasizes the importance
of funding, particularly the dependence on federal funding.
During an era of decreased funding opportunities, with
a hostile political environment, embryonic stem cell

Aug. ’01: President 
Bush restricts federal 
funding for stem cell 

research

Oct. ’04: Christopher 
Reeve’s death

Nov. ’04: Presidential 
election

Nov. ’04: Proposition 71 
in California

Publication Frequency by Research Focus

- - - - - Rehab-focused           -------- Cure-focused
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Figure 2. Publication frequency by research focus.

126 M. Kehn, T. Kroll / Disability and Health Journal 4 (2011) 121e128

Bush restricts stem 
cell research 

funding

Christopher 
Reeve dies

Publication Frequency

Politics 
&  

Celebrity

Treatment of Spinal Injury





Press 
Release



Press CentresPress Releases



Ready made case studies



Blogs



Websites



“churnalists”

Christie Wilcox 2012 Scientific American



conflicts
of

interest 



Ghostwriting

taking money for  or putting your name to a ghostwritten paper is 
“a high-class form of professional prostitution”

Sarah Bosely The Guardian Feb 7 2002

the sponsor writes the press release
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change in mean standardized price between companies that 
reported positive trials and companies that reported negative trials 
was 13.9% (95% CI = 1.5% to 26.3%, P = .03) (Table 2). Analyses 
based on the ratio of mean costs gave the same results (data not 
shown).

In the sensitivity analysis that compared market-adjusted rates 
of return from day !120 to day !1, the mean market-adjusted 
rate of return was !3.0% for companies that reported negative 
trials and 8.5% for companies that reported positive trials (P = .25, 
two-sample t test). When we excluded the one negative trial that 
had a large positive rate of return (119%; Z score = 3.6), the mean 
market-adjusted rate of return for companies that reported nega-
tive trials was !6.4% (P = .11 compared with companies that 
reported positive trials, two-sample t test).

Figure 2 illustrates the percent change in company stock prices 
before and after announcements of positive and negative regula-
tory decisions by the FDA. After the announcement, the stock 
prices of companies that had a positive decision tended to increase, 
whereas the stock prices of companies that had a negative decision 
decreased. The differences in mean percent change in stock price 
between baseline and day 1 before positive and negative FDA reg-
ulatory announcements, as well the changes in the mean stock 
price between period 1 and period 2, are shown in Tables 1 and 2, 
respectively, and were not statistically significant.

Discussion
In this study, we found that the stock prices of companies that 
reported positive trials tended to increase before the first public 

announcement of the results, whereas the stock prices of com-
panies that reported negative trials tended to decrease. A post hoc 
analysis comparing the stock price averaged over 60 trading days 
before and after day !60 relative to the clinical trial announce-
ment revealed that the absolute difference in price change between 
companies that reported positive results and those that reported 
negative results was statistically significant. This finding was con-
sistent with our primary hypothesis. The results of the sensitivity 
analyses based on market-adjusted rates of return were also consis-
tent with our primary hypothesis, although the P values were not 
statistically significant. We did not find a difference in the stock 
price of companies that received positive and negative FDA regu-
latory announcements, perhaps because at this later stage of drug 
development, there is less speculative interest, given that the sup-
porting data are already available.

A previous study of biotechnology products undergoing clinical 
trials in the 1990s demonstrated a statistically significant difference 
in the change in stock price between companies with a positive  
announcement vs those with a negative announcement in the time 
period before the public announcement of trial results (8). Our find-
ings are consistent with those in the previous study; however, our 
findings are not as statistically strong. In this study, two factors made 
it more difficult to elucidate the market reaction to public an-
nouncements compared with the previous study. First, in the earlier 
study, most of the companies were small biotechnology firms with a 
single drug in development. In this study, many of the companies 
were large and had multidrug portfolios, so that their market valua-
tion was less sensitive to the prospects of a single product. Second, 
one of the major changes that took place in the biotechnology sector 

Table 1 . Percent change in company stock price from baseline (average of day !120 to day !116) to day !1 relative to the public an-
nouncement of clinical trial results and FDA regulatory decisions*

Public announcement

Mean percent change (95% CI), SD

P†Positive announcement Negative announcement

Clinical trial results 13.7 (!2.2 to 29.6), 36.8 !0.7 (!13.8 to 12.3), 38.5 .09
FDA regulatory decisions 18 (3 to 32), 45.5 18 (!25 to 61), 55.6 .87

* CI = confidence interval; FDA = Food and Drug Administration.

† From two-sample t test (two-sided) on the logarithm of the ratio of the stock prices on day !1 and at baseline.
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Figure 1 . Mean percent change 
from baseline in company stock 
prices before and after announce-
ments of positive (n = 23) and 
negative (n = 36) phase III clinical 
trials (black line). The shaded area 
indicates pointwise 95% confi-
dence intervals for this mean. The 
gray line is the mean standardized 
value of the National Association 
of Security Dealers Automated 
Quotations (NASDAQ) index on 
corresponding trading days.

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/jnci/article-abstract/103/20/1507/904625
by guest
on 11 May 2018

Mean % change in stock prices before and after press release for positive and negative trials
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Phase III clinical trials and regulatory decisions by the US Food 
and Drug Administration (FDA) are high-profile events that are 
critical for the financial success of new drugs. These events can 
also have a substantial impact on the market valuation of the  
companies that might bring these drugs to market (1). Therefore, 
these events attract great interest from investors (1,2).

Accurate speculation about the results of key clinical trials can 
be lucrative. With such foreknowledge, investors can profit  
regardless of whether a company’s product succeeds or fails in  
a clinical trial (3). Many people, including trial investigators, 
company employees, and outside consultants, know the results of 
clinical trials before they are made public. In the period before 
public disclosure of trial results, such information is considered to 
be inside information—that is, material nonpublic information 
that is likely to affect the price of a drug company’s stock when it 
is made public (4). Investment analysts will go to great lengths to 

obtain such valuable information for their clients, because it is not 
widely known and is therefore not already reflected in the market 
price of a stock (5–7).

A study of biotechnology products undergoing phase III clinical 
trials between 1990 and 1998 found a statistically significant  
difference in the change in average stock price between companies 
with a successful product (trial “winners”) and those with an  
unsuccessful product (trial “losers”) in the period before and after 
the public announcement of trial results (8). In this study, we con-
ducted a similar analysis that focused on oncology drugs, whose 
number is growing rapidly. We examined retrospectively the  
stock prices of publicly traded biotechnology and pharmaceutical 
companies before and after key public announcements regarding 
phase III clinical trials in which their cancer drug was tested, and 
before and after FDA regulatory decisions for such cancer drugs, 
to seek indirect evidence of insider trading.

ARTICLE

Company Stock Prices Before and After Public Announcements 
Related to Oncology Drugs
Jeffrey M. Rothenstein, George Tomlinson, Ian F. Tannock, Allan S. Detsky

Manuscript received March 15, 2011; revised July 11, 2011; accepted August 2, 2011.

Correspondence to: Allan S. Detsky, MD, PhD, Department of Medicine, Mount Sinai Hospital, 600 University Ave, Rm 429, Toronto, ON, Canada 
M5G 1X5 (e-mail: adetsky@mtsinai.on.ca).

 Background Phase III clinical trials and Food and Drug Administration (FDA) regulatory decisions are critical for success of 
new drugs and can influence a company’s market valuation. Knowledge of trial results before they are made 
public (ie, “inside information”) can affect the price of a drug company’s stock. We examined the stock prices 
of companies before and after public announcements regarding experimental anticancer drugs owned by the 
companies.

 Methods We identified drugs that were undergoing evaluation in phase III trials or for regulatory approval by the US FDA 
from January 2000 to January 2009. Stock prices of companies that owned such drugs were analyzed for 120 
trading days before and after the first public announcement of 1) results of clinical trials with positive and  
negative outcomes and 2) positive and negative regulatory decisions. All statistical tests were two-sided.

 Results We identified public announcements from 23 positive trials and 36 negative trials and from 41 positive and nine 
negative FDA regulatory decisions. The mean stock price for the 120 trading days before a phase III clinical trial 
announcement increased by 13.7% (95% confidence interval = !2.2% to 29.6%) for companies that reported 
positive trials and decreased by 0.7% (95% confidence interval = !13.8% to 12.3%) for companies that reported 
negative trials (P = .09). In a post hoc analysis comparing the stock price averaged over 60 trading days before 
and after day !60 relative to the clinical trial announcement, the mean stock price increased by 9.4% for com-
panies that reported positive trials and decreased by 4.5% for companies that reported negative trials (P = .03). 
Changes in company stock prices before FDA regulatory decisions did not differ statistically between companies 
with positive decision and companies with negative decisions.

 Conclusions Trends in company stock prices before the first public announcement differ for companies that report positive 
vs negative trials. This finding has important legal and ethical implications for investigators, drug companies, 
and the investment industry.

   J Natl Cancer Inst 2011;103:1507–1512

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/jnci/article-abstract/103/20/1507/904625
by guest
on 11 May 2018

Rothenstein et al



Press Releases may be Exaggerated
Sumner et al 2014 BMJ 349:g7015

of 462 press releases from 20 UK Universities

40% contained exaggerated advice
33% contained exaggerated causal claims
36% contained exaggerated inferences from animal research
 

if the press release is exaggerated, 
so is the news piece which follows



80% more citations in the next year

Phillips, DP et al 1991 NEJM 325;1180-1183



Big Pharma and Stealth Advertising

 https://www.centerforhealthjournalism.org/resources/lessons/stealth-marketing

‘independent’ 
3rd party experts

‘Grassroots’ organisations

“Key Opinion Leaders”

“Grasstops” 
celebrity endorsement

Disease Recognition



Investigative 
Journalism

“follow the money”



“…we automatically expect our sources on the medical 
side to have some kind of credentials (medical or 
science degree or appropriate institutional affiliation), 
but we do not expect it of the media side, even though 
both sides are critical to good reporting.”  

Critical Ability

Timothy Johnson 1998



“…..meteorologists are 
credentialed.  

Are personal health 
decisions less important 
than the weather?” 

Maria Simbra, MD, Pittsburgh



Pressures on 
Journalists





time
brevity

simplicity

classical media constraints

Ransohoff et al Eff Clin Pract 2001;4:185-188 



finding, reading, checking the story

the human interest 

2nd opinion

getting it in front of the editor

getting it past the sub-editor 

deadline



Chris Smyth, The Times

“The median time taken to read a medical 
article is 15 seconds.  

Enough to read the headline and first 
paragraph.  

A small percentage read the full article.”

The title and 1st paragraph are critical



Prof Kris Vanhaecht, Leuven

2nd Victims of Medical Accidents

Medical Blunders 
Frequent



Pressures on 
Researchers

publish or be damned

press office

availability

media appearances



Media Appearances

Newspaper Articles

Media Impact Factor



symbiosis



How to work WITH journalists

Leask et al 2010 BMC Public Health 10:535-542  

1. Timing  

2. Make yourself available 

3. Resources  

4. Personal Touch  

5. Network

6. Help them with the ethics

http://www.sciencemediacentre.org .



Statistically, 6 out of 7 dwarfs 
are not happy

Misinterpretation



There are three types of lies.  

Lies, damn lies and statistics  

Benjamin Disraeli

or Bagehot, Balfour, Labouchere, 

Baines, Courtney or Wellington

• 54% of medical faculty and students found statistics ‘difficult’
• 53% could not define a ‘p’value
• 51% could not calculate a sample size
• 36% could not define  the standard deviation

Gore et al 2012



Use of 
Statistics by 

News Subject on 
TV, Radio and 

online

UK Politics
24%

Trasnport
1%

Terrorism
1%
Tax
6%

Sport
4%

Social Policy
4%

Sceince/Tech
2%

Policing
3%

International
7%

Immigration
4%

Health
8%

EU
4%

Environment
2%

Energy
2%

Education
1%

Economy
5%

Disaster etc
2%

Crime
3%

Consumer News
2%

Celebrity
1%

Business
13%

Cushion et al 2017 Journalism Practice 11(10);1198-1215



Risk
1 in 100

1 in 1000
1 in 10

Galesic, M et al Arch Intern Med 2010;170(5)462-468

1 in 1000



Risk
‘People who use sunbeds are 20% 

more likely  

to develop malignant melanoma”

“One drink a day increases  

the breast cancer risk by 5%”

Relative Absolute 

20% of what?

5% of what?



www.understandinguncertainty.org

Sir David Spiegelhalter, FRS

https://understandinguncertainty.org/view/animations
http://www.understanding%20uncertainty.org


Correlation is NOT Causation



Direct to Consumer
Marketing of 

Prescription Drugs

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wCvvixHHLXE





Fowler et al 2015 J Global Fashion Marketing 6(3);194-206  

Cosmetics are  
chemicals for the skin

289 full page cosmetic advertisements 

from 7 magazines during 2013. 

only 14% had anything approaching scientific evidence

only 25% had evidence of ‘acceptable’ performance

25% were outright lies

advertising revenue trumps scientific evidence



https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/media/ 

Fad Diets

Superfoods

https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/media/


Broadcast Media

Figure 1.1 Use of four main platforms for news ‘nowadays’

% of adults in UK

78%

40%
35% 32%

75%

40%
36%

41%

67%

31% 32%
41%

69%

29%
33%

48%

Television Newspapers (printed) Radio Internet (any device)

2013 2014 2015 2016

Q3a/Q3aa Which of the following do you use for news nowadays?
Base: All adults 16+ (2016: 2894), (2015: 2921), (2014: 2731), (2013: 2862). Arrows in red indicate differences of statistical significance between 2015 and 2016. 

Question change in 
2015 to specify 
“printed” newspapers

8

Use of 4 main news platforms in UK (OFCOM 2017)



David Bull
Christian Jessen

Hilary Jones

Rosemary  
Leonard

Pixie McKenna
Michael Mosely

Mark Porter

Chris Steele

Richard 
Smith

The 
TV

Doctor



Korownyk, C et al 2014 BMJ 349:g7346

only 54% of 160 recommendations 
on the show backed 

by a case study or better 

evidence was contradictory in 15%

magnitude of benefit 
presented in only 17%

potential conflict of interest 
disclosure in only 0.4%



45s



Balance
MMR and Autism

Nigel Lawson, Justin Webb & Climate Change



If the entire House Republican 
caucus were to walk onto the floor 
one day and say 

“The Earth is Flat,” 

the headline on The New York 
Times the next day would read 

“Democrats and Republicans Can’t 
Agree on Shape of Earth.”

Aaron Sorkin



Social Media





OUR CHANGING MEDIA MIX 

We now have six years’ data looking at the sources people use 
for news.3  In most countries we see a consistent pattern, with 
television news and online news the most frequently accessed, 
while readership of printed newspapers has declined significantly. 

The biggest change has been the growth of news accessed via 
social media sites like Facebook and Twitter. In the United States, 
social media became a key player in the story of the election not 
least because of its well-documented role in spreading made-up 
news stories, such as that Pope Francis endorsed Donald Trump or 
that Hillary Clinton sold weapons to ISIS. Over half (51%) of our US 
sample now get news via social media – up five percentage points 
on last year and twice as many as accessed in 2013.

It would be misleading to overplay the role of social media in 
Donald Trump’s victory. In general, a far bigger proportion of 
Americans still get their news from television and online sources, 
which also benefited from strong interest in the election race. Even 
those relying more on social media would have found much of the 
news in their feed came from traditional media outlets. 

The reality is that, for most of us, social media are not something 
different but increasingly just part of the everyday media mix. 
Two-thirds of social media news users in the United States also 
watch television news (67%) and two-thirds also visit mainstream 
websites or apps (66%) – a bit more than the the general 
population. Just 2% ONLY use social media for news in an average 
week. This evidence acts as counter to the often-cited theories 
that we live in our echo chambers much of the time. Most people 
combine a number of different sources and platforms for news.

For further analysis see section 3.4: Social Media and Incidental 
Exposure, p.43.

We should also remember that there are significant generational 
splits in the sources used for news. Across all countries, younger 
groups are much more likely to use social media and digital media 
as their main source of news, while older groups cling to the habits 
they grew up with (TV, radio, and print). A third of 18–24s (33%) 
now say social media are their main source of news – that’s more 
than online news sites (31%) and more than TV news and printed 
newspapers put together (29%).
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55+
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TVPrinted newspapersRadioSocial mediaOnline (inc. social media)

MAIN SOURCE OF NEWS BY AGE – ALL MARKETS

Younger Older

18-24
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55+

Q4. You say you’ve used these sources of news in the last week, which would you say is your MAIN source of news? Base: Aged 18-24/25-34/35-44/45-54/55+ that used a source of news in the last week:  
All markets = 7754/12,332/12,976/12,630/24,620.

REUTERS INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF JOURNALISM

Slide 11

Q3. Which, if any, of the following have you used in the last week as a source of news?  
Please select all that apply. Base: Total sample 2012-2017: USA=845/2028/2197/2295/2197/2269. 
Note: 2014 data has been estimated because of an issue with randomisation of news sources in the 
questionnaire.

SOURCES OF NEWS 2012-17 
USA
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Online (inc. Social)
TV
Print
Social

REUTERS INSTITUTE FOR THE STUDY OF JOURNALISM

Slide 5

3  We have six years’ data for the US, UK, France, Germany, and Denmark. In other cases we have been polling for a shorter period of time.

11/ 10

Reuters Digital News Report 2017Main Source of News by Age

Younger Older

Online 
(inc social media)

Social Media 
Only Radio News Print TV
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OFCOM 2017



CHANGING MEDIA
More than four in ten 
(41%) use social media for 
news while smartphone 
usage is sharply up again, 
matching the computer 
as the most important 
device for accessing news. 
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TOP BRANDS 
% Weekly usage

Weekly use  
TV, radio & print
More than 3 days per week  
TV, radio & print
Weekly use  
online brands
More than 3 days per week  
online brands

70

63

40

28Amusing and entertaining 

Strong viewpoints

Understanding complex issues

Accurate and reliable news 16

24

43

49Amusing and entertaining 

Strong viewpoints

Understanding complex issues

Accurate and reliable news

BRAND ATTRIBUTES
% of BBC News users who say it is best for… % of Mail Online users who say it is best for…

USE AN 
AD-BLOCKER

22% (+1) 
(=27th/36)

PAY FOR 
ONLINE NEWS

6% (-1) 
(=34th/35)

PAY

TRUST
There has been a significant 
fall in those who agree that the 
news can be trusted (from 50% 
to 43% in the past 12 months) 
with under 35s particularly 
distrustful. Much of this may be 
related to the use of social media 
where only 18% say that social 
media can be trusted to separate 
fact from fiction, compared with 
41% for news brands.
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33

23

16

15

14

12

11

9

8

7

5

5

4

3

3

10

7

4

9

4

4

5

3

3

3

4

3

3

3

2

2Times online
ITV News online

The Sun online
Yahoo! News
Mirror online

The Lad Bible
Independent online

Telegraph online
MSN News

BuzzFeed News
Sky News online

Website of local paper
Huffington Post

Mail online
Guardian online

BBC News online 47

14

14

14

10

10

8

7

6

6

6

6

6

5

4

4

ONLINE

AUDIENCE MAP FOR TOP ONLINE NEWS BRANDS
More 

right-leaning
audience

More 
left-leaning 
audience

Guardian online
Huffington Post BBC News online Sky News Times

Mail Online

Rank Brand For news All

1 Facebook 29%  (+1) 65%

2 Twitter 12% (-) 25%

3 YouTube 7% (-) 46%

4 Facebook Messenger 5% 37%

5 WhatsApp 5% (+2) 33%

TOP SOCIAL MEDIA AND MESSAGING

ALSO
Breitbart 2%
The Canary 2%

Online (inc. Social)
TV
Print
Social

55/54

Reuters Digital News Report 2017



Ventola, CL 2014 P&T 39(7); 491-499 

Poor 
Quality 

Information
Professional

Image

Breaches 
of 

Privacy

Violation  
of 

Boundaries

Legal
Challenges

Licensing
Violations



n

e

s
w



trust
Doctors

60% Nurses
56%

Hospitals
55%

the most trusted resources online are posted by;

PWC Report, 2013



who doesn’t use……….?

Chronic Lymphatic Leukaemia



Medicine has a 
TL:DR 

problem
too long; didn’t read

Nate Gross, co-founder Founder of Doximity



How can we cast a critical eye?
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07/04/2018, 15+51Claims that ibuprofen ‘will wipe out Alzheimerʼsʼ misleading - NHS.UK

Page 1 of 8https://www.nhs.uk/news/neurology/claims-ibuprofen-will-wipe-out-alzheimers-are-misleading/

"Painkiller ibuprofen could 'wipe out dementia',"

is the deceptive headline from the Sun.

The study that prompted such an optimistic

headline was in fact a small piece of research that

looked at a saliva test that measures the amount

of a protein called amyloid beta protein 42

(Abeta 42).

Some experts, such as the current researchers,

think that having higher than average levels of

Abeta 42 could be an initial warning sign of the

development of Alzheimer's disease.

Home  › Behind the Headlines  › Neurology  ›

Claims ibuprofen 'will wipe out Alzheimer's' are misleading

Claims ibuprofen 'will wipe out
Alzheimer's' are misleading
Wednesday March 28 2018
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“The Daily Mail, as you know, is engaged in a 

philosophical project of  mythic proportions: for many 

years now it has diligently been sifting through all the 

inanimate objects in the world, soberly dividing them 

into the ones which either cause – or cure – cancer.” 

Ben Goldacre 2007



Paul Battley,  http://kill-or-cure.herokuapp.com

‘Ketchup Can Perk up Your Pancreas’

‘Viagra Boost after Cancer’

http://kill-or-cure.herokuapp.com


a check list of 
10 critical criteria



#1  Does the story adequately cover the costs the intervention?

# 2  Does the story adequately cover the benefits of the intervention?

# 3  Does the story adequately explain/quantify the harms of the intervention?

# 4  Does the story adequately grasp the quality of the evidence?

# 5  Does the story commit disease-mongering?

# 6  Does the story use independent sources and identify conflicts of interest?

# 7  Does the story compare the new approach with existing options?

# 8  Does the story establish the availability of the intervention?

# 9  Does the story establish the true novelty of the intervention?

# 10 Does the story appear to rely solely or largely on a news release?



What have we learned?

Slow, careful, scientific discovery cycle Fast, demanding, fickle news cycle



Organisations and 
Individuals 

try to 
Manipulate the Media



Truth IS at Risk



Scientists must tell the Truth
Scientists should help the Media

Journalists should be Critical

Editors WILL edit



We, the public, 
should be sceptical

the tools are there to 
help us find the truth



be wary if you see these in medical news

Breakthrough!

Could become the new standard of care!

Cure!

Firs
t o

f it
s kind

Game changer

Holy Grail

Magic

Miracle
Simple blood test

this might/may/could lead to



℞
A large 

dose of salts



Critical Friends



@ProfMJElliott

martin.elliott@gosh.nhs.uk 

Sir Thomas Gresham

Thank You 
and 

Good bye!



Special Thanks 

Charles Alexander (Chairman of  an NHS FT) 

Professor Geoffrey Bird (Pediatric Intensivist, Philadelphia) 

Professor Martin Birchall (ENT Surgeon and researcher) 

Dr Barbara Buckley (Medical Director of  an NHS FT) 

Professor Duke Cameron (president of  the AATS, Boston)  

Abigail Cooper (Pharmacology researcher) 

Stephen Cox (author, former journalist and Hospital Press Officer) 

Lesley Elliott (my most robust critic) 

Dr Allan Goldman (Intensivist and co-founder of  Risky Business www.risky-business.com) 

Dr Daljit Hothi (medical scientist) 

Professor Marshall Jacobs (editor of  The World Journal of  Cardiothoracic Surgery) 

Dr Beth-Ann Johnson (medical researcher, Cincinnati) 

Tim Johnson (CEO of  a major medical Charity) 

http://www.risky-business.com

