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Infecting(influence behaviour, decision makjng

Advocate Responsible Reporting of News
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Methods
Results and Conclusions
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Recommendations to Medical Researchers
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How Much Medical Information ?

» Every month, journals publish 7,000+ items (studies,
letters, editorials) relevant to primary care.

* New research is important, but how long does it take to
read and critically appraise all this material?

 Physicians trained in epidemiology need over 600
hours per month to evaluate all this material (only 744!).

Need summaries & to select from “major” journals.

Plus awareness of medical news through popular media
comes into play.

J Med Libr Assoc. 2004
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The Importance of
Front-page Medical News

Prominent (prioritized)
Immediate impact

Affect readers’ behaviour / health decisions
» at worst ® scaremongering
« at best ® misinformation + false hope

Risk to Public Health?

« e.g. MMR vaccine controversy; uncritical reporting by media
MMR vaccine uptake in UK plummeted 92% ® 73%
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Study: Reliability of
Medical Research News

H,: FPMN based on mature research are more
reliable than FPMN based on premature research

First principles: Reliability of Source (biomedical research)

1) Scientifically valid? (research maturity)
* Published in peer-reviewed journals
—High or Low Impact Journals
2) Medically valid?
» Evidence-based medicine
— Level of Evidence (I, I, 1lI, 1V, V)

Study: Reliability of
Medical Research News

1) Scientifically valid? (research maturity)

* mature or premature research?

« if mature research, High or Low Impact journals?
Categorized research using ISI 2003 Journal Citation Reports:

High Impact = Top 10 journals in specialty topic lists
Low Impact = non-Top 10 journals

Schwartz et al, 2002
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Study: Reliability of
Medical Research News

2) Medically valid?
* Level of Evidence (I, II, 111, 1V, V) ?

Categorized research using Oxford EBM Classification system:
Phillips et al, 2001

Methods: Selection of FPMN

LexisNexis newspaper database
Major Newspapers (1 Jan 2000 — 31 Dec 2002)

Keywords
“medical” or “health”
“study” or “studies”
“pg. 1” or “pg. A1” or “pg. 1A” or “pg. A01”

13



Main Outcome Measures

» Front-page Medical News (FPMN)

Is the source of FPMN based on mature research
(published) or premature research (unpublished)?

» Journal Articles (research findings)

What is the impact factor of the journals?
What is the level of evidence of the studies?

14



Results: FPMN

734 FPMN: 45 newspapers

417 (57%) Mature
317 (43%) Premature

Results: FPMN

734 FPMN: 45 newspapers

417 (57%) Mature
317 (43%) Premature

144 (45%) Later Matured
173 (55%) Unpublished

Later Matured = findings published

within 3 years of news coverage

15



Results : Journal Articles
(Scientifically Valid by Impact Factor)

734 FPMN stories were each
based on findings from 1 to 5
research studies

Total 685 Journal Articles
(classify into High or Low Impact)

The 417 FPMN based on mature
research referenced 515 journal
articles (Before — blue)

144 FPMN based on premature
findings that later matured were
associated with 170 journal
articles (After — )

"m# $ % &

Results : Journal Articles
(Scientifically Valid by Impact Factor)

734 FPMN stories were each
based on findings from 1 to 5
research studies

Total 685 Journal Articles
(classify into High or Low Impact)

The 417 FPMN based on mature
research referenced 515 journal
articles (Before — blue)

144 FPMN based on premature
findings that later matured were
associated with 170 journal
articles (After — )

2-tail Fisher's Exact Test, P<.0001

"m# $ % &
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Results : Journal Articles
(Medically Valid by Level of Evidence)
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Total 685 Journal Articles
(classify into Levels | to V)

Results : Journal Articles
(Medically Valid by Level of Evidence)

& Har
"# $ % &

#
$#

Total 685 Journal Articles
(classify into Levels | to V)

The evidence-level distribution of
research studies published
before news coverage (blue) is —
significantly different to that
published after news coverage

( ):

‘. | N |

)& (&

Chi-square test, P<.0001
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Conclusions

e 734 FPMN stories
— 57% based on mature research
— 43% based on premature research (only 45% later matured)

» Mature research reported on Newspaper Front
Pages are more likely than premature research to:
a) be published in journals (100% vs 45%)

b) appear in High-Impact journals (scientifically valid)
c) have better Levels of Evidence (medically valid)

Conclusions

» 734 FPMN stories
— 57% based on mature research
— 43% based on premature research (only 45% later matured)

» Mature research reported on Newspaper Front
Pages are more likely than premature research to:
a) be published in journals (100% vs 45%)

b) appear in High-Impact journals (scientifically valid)
c) have better Levels of Evidence (medically valid)
be more reliable

18



Summary

- Medical research news can be reliable providing:
1) Journal Publication Status, and
2) Level of Evidence

are mentioned to help inform the public of the
maturity and quality of the source.

Allows checking of facts.

Summary

* SO IF: FPMN based on mature research are generally more
reliable than those based on premature research ...

* THEN:

Why do the media continue to report on premature res earch?

From experience, different viewpoints & values.

Suffice to say, factors other than accuracy and
trustworthiness are present in the news decision-making
process. (another seminar!)
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Limitations

LexisNexis

- represents only certain newspapers archived in
LexisNexis

(not date-restricted or with variable page numbers)
- English-language news
(but note provenance & reporting format)

Proxies
- Reliability (journal publication status)
- Quality (level of evidence / study design)

Strengths

FPMN selection

- systematic selection of FPMN covering all newsworthy research
findings ... compared with previous research which are:

a) based on selecting a particular topic (e.g. HIV/Aids) and then assessing
the media coverage; or

b) based on selecting media coverage of a topic originating from a
particular source (e.g. from a journal article, or scientific meeting)

Representative
- medical research news
(chose front-page medical news because they are prominent)

Evidence-based

- data and conclusions may be used to form evidence-based
recommendations to help improve medical news reporting

20



Practical examples

How reliable are medical research news
about coffee ?

X
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BBC News

Decaf coffee | Coffee‘boosts |Coffee may
linked to heart |female sex reduce liver
risk drive’ disease

Journal Mature research
Publication (low impact)
Status

Study Design Animal study

Level of
Evidence




BBC News

Decaf coffee Coffee‘boosts

linked to heart |female sex
risk drive’

Scaremongering

Journal Mature research
Publication (low impact)
Status

Study Design Animal study

Level of
Evidence

Coffee may
reduce liver
disease

BBC News

Decaf coffee Coffee‘boosts

linked to heart |female sex
risk drive’

Scaremongering False hope
Journal Mature research
Publication (low impact)
Status

Study Design Animal study

Level of
Evidence

Coffee may
reduce liver
disease
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BBC News

Decaf coffee Coffee‘boosts

linked to heart |female sex
risk drive’ in rats

Scaremongering False hope
Journal Mature research
Publication (low impact)
Status

Study Design Animal study

Level of
Evidence

Coffee may
reduce liver
disease

BBC News

Decaf coffee Coffee‘boosts

linked to heart |female sex
risk drive’

Scaremongering False hope
Journal Mature research
Publication (low impact)
Status

Study Design Animal study

Level of
Evidence

Coffee may
reduce liver
disease

&
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Preliminary Study
Unpublished
LoE: n/a

27



Research Published
Arch Int Med 2006;166:1190

LoE: Il

28



Suggestion
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Suggestion

1 Current Best Evidence is Level Il

Recommendations

» To Medical Researchers who engage
with the media.

* To Journalists and Editors who
produce medical news stories.
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Recommendations

» To Medical Researchers who engage
with the media:

* When presenting Premature Research
—indicate findings preliminary (& unpub’d)
— clearly indicate study limitations
— appraise likely Level of Evidence
— mention context (cf. current best evidence)

Recommendations

» To Medical Researchers who engage
with the media:

* When presenting Premature Research
— indicate findings preliminary (& unpub’d)
— clearly indicate study limitations
— appraise likely Level of Evidence
— mention context (cf. current best evidence)

Note: only 2 in 5 FPMN based on premature research stated
that the results were preliminary.
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Recommendations

» To Medical Researchers who engage
with the media:

* When presenting Mature Research
—indicate source (journal reference)
— clearly indicate study limitations
— appraise Level of Evidence
— mention context (cf. current best evidence)

Recommendations

» To Medical Researchers who engage
with the media:
* When presenting Mature Research
— indicate source (journal reference)
— clearly indicate study limitations
— appraise Level of Evidence
— mention context (cf. current best evidence)

Note: 1 in 5 FPMN based on mature research did not
indicate source. Clear citation® accuracy & trustworthiness
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Recommendations

 |deally medical news should :
— be based on Mature Research (ref journal)
— indicate Level of Evidence
— mention context (cf. current best evidence)

Recommendations

 |Ideally medical news should :
— be based on Mature Research (ref journal)
— indicate Level of Evidence
— mention context (cf. current best evidence)
* If reporting Premature Research:
—indicate findings preliminary (& unpub’d)
— clearly indicate study limitations
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Recommendations

 |deally medical news should :
— be based on Mature Research (ref journal)
— indicate Level of Evidence
— mention context (cf. current best evidence)
* If reporting Premature Research:
— indicate findings preliminary (& unpub’d)
— clearly indicate study limitations

But really ... What's the rush?

Recommendations

But really ... What's the rush?

Is it better for medical news to be:

a) Accurate and trustworthy? (based on
mature research), or

b) Unreliable and newsworthy? (based on
premature research)

Perhaps medical researchers and the
media should discuss the trade offs?
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Recommendations

But really ... What's the rush?

Is it better for medical news to be:

a) Accurate and trustworthy ? (based on
mature research), or

b) Unreliable and newsworthy ? (based on
premature research)

Perhaps medical researchers and the
media should discuss the trade offs?

Medical researchers and the media
should work together to help
improve the quality and reliability of
medical news.

“Healthier” medical news means
responsible medical news reporting
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Finally

Welcome views/discussion from
medical researchers to help improve
the quality of medical news stories

Media Doctor Hong Kong
www.mediadoctor.hk
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Thank You

* William Lai
Journalism and Media Studies Centre
Hong Kong

* E-mail: wyylai@yahoo.com

Media Doctor Hong Kong
www.mediadoctor.hk
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