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NATURE’S MISSION STATEMENT
“First, to serve scientists through prompt publication of significant advances in any branch of  science, and to 

provide a forum for the reporting and discussion of news and issues concerning science. Second, to ensure 

that the results of science are rapidly disseminated to the public throughout the world, in a fashion that 

conveys their significance for knowledge, culture and daily life.” 

Nature’s magazine division employ around 60 reporters and editors in London, Berlin, Washington DC and 

Sydney, and operate independently of  the journal’s research-publishing side. 

It is a trusted source of  information from research, analysed and interpreted for other researchers, other 

journalists, policy makers and the general public.



NATURE  MAGAZINE AND COVID-19

Act as an honest conduit for trusted information 

from the research community, for policy makers, 

communicators and the general public

• Early 2020: full pivot to COVID coverage

• Later in 2020: 50% of coverage, with emphasis 

on adding value

• Emphasis on communicating results of primary 

research and the views of researchers

• Depth and authority in reporting hotly 

contested areas

• Global, data-driven focus





THE CHALLENGE OF COVID-19 TO SCIENCE COMMUNICATION

• Huge uncertainty

• High stakes

• Fast pace of  developments

• Vast quantity of  new information

• Competition from misinformation

• A hugely expanded audience for news from 

research, not all highly scientifically literate

• Science became politics and politics 

became science-driven

Nature’s magazine readership 2020 vs 2019

“[Specialist science journalists] spend as much time telling 

their news desks what not to cover as they do reporting the 

science they assess to be worth reporting”

UK Science Media Centre report on COVID-19 coverage



THE CHALLENGE OF COVID-19 TO SCIENCE

• Huge uncertainty, high stakes

• Huge political and public interest 

• Loosened guardrails (extensive use of  

preprints, faster peer review)

• Messy, uncertain science hitting the need for 

‘clean’ political narratives 

• Perceived loss of  neutrality: blurred lines of  

scientific and political accountability; science 

advisers as public faces of  governmental 

decision-making
SOURCE: Nature 588, 553 (2020)



UNCERTAIN TRUTHS AND CERTAIN UNTRUTHS

• Answers to key questions – How contagious is this disease? How does it spread? How deadly is 

it, and to whom? How might it be contained/treated? – were unknown or highly uncertain, and 

subject to frequent re-interpretation, especially at the beginning of  the pandemic

• ‘The science’ was itself  of  varying quality and in need of  careful, objective interpretation

• The boundary between scientific messaging and political messaging was increasingly blurred

• In a noisy situation, misinformation easily became signal, even without bad actors

“A lie gets halfway around the world before the truth has a chance to put its pants on”



LOOKING TOWARDS THE NEXT PANDEMIC

The good:

- Broader public interest in science

- Greater awareness of  key concepts

The bad:

- Pandemic fatigue

- Political polarization of  trust in science

- The misinformation firehose, including in the 

scientific literature, has got more powerful: 

the underappreciated effects of AI

SOURCE: PEW RESEARCH CENTER



HOW NEWS OUTLETS CAN RESPOND

• Specialist science and health 

reporters who can interrogate 

scientists and the scientific literature 

are more essential than ever

• As the (social-) media landscape 

atomizes, outlets must be where 

their audience is, across platforms 

and media

• It is not enough to report facts: 

misinformation must be actively 

debunked



WHAT DOES GOOD JOURNALISM DO WHERE SCIENCE 

BECOMES POLITICS?

• Show, don’t tell. Stay neutral; don’t assume your audience shares your political priors

• Challenge as a critical friend. Provide accountability for why scientists provide the answers (and 

ask the questions) they do. Don’t assume science is politically neutral or free of  bias.

• Don’t ignore broader political and social contexts. Basic science does not operate in a vacuum. 

Bring in expertise from public health, economics, social science to attempt to draw broader 

conclusions.

• Avoid false certainty. Admitting what we don’t know is as important as saying what we know. 

Separate scientific and political narratives.

• Remain open to legitimate ‘contrarian’ voices. Allow debates to play out in the open rather 

than pre-selecting narratives



HOW THE WIDER ECOSYSTEM CAN RESPOND

(Indebted to the UK Science Media Centre’s post-pandemic recommendations)

• Institutions and funders must support outreach, including media training for researchers, and 

maintain capacity in their communications offices for dealing with media enquiries

• Scientists should ‘stay in their lane’ when asked to comment, ruling themselves in and out of  

particular media interactions based on their expertise

• The communication of  new scientific data should be clearly separated from government 

communication

• Public education from school level in identifying misinformation

https://www.sciencemediacentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/The-Science-Media-Centres-recommendations-on-science-and-the-media-based-on-our-experience-during-the-COVID-19-pandemic-4.pdf
https://www.sciencemediacentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/The-Science-Media-Centres-recommendations-on-science-and-the-media-based-on-our-experience-during-the-COVID-19-pandemic-4.pdf
https://www.sciencemediacentre.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/The-Science-Media-Centres-recommendations-on-science-and-the-media-based-on-our-experience-during-the-COVID-19-pandemic-4.pdf


THANK YOU Richard Webb, Chief  

Magazine Editor, Nature

richard.webb@nature.com
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