
Headline Science or a private foundation, next year's money de- 
vends on this year's discoveries." When there are 

' 'Perky Cheerleaders' " b y  John  Crewdson, in Niemnn no important discoveries, "non-discoveries and 
Reports (Winter 1993), Nieman Foundation, Harvard 
Univ., One  Francis Ave., Cambridge, Mass. 02138. marginal discoveries and problematic discover- 

ies are spiffed up and published in iournals like 
In 1989 the Philadelphia-based Wistar Institute Science and Nature, which [distribute] them to the 
reported in Science magazine that multiple scle- mass media as energetically as any big-city tab- 
rosis might be caused by an AIDS-like virus. loids competing for circulation." 
News media across the country 

picked up story.Neit11er 7,000 Scientists Cheer Fusion-in Jar Experimenter 
Science report nor the news sto- . p--- 

1 n  the brave new world of Big Science, re- 
" 

searchers are highly dependent on favorable The advance of technology may seem inexo- 
publicity, Crewdson observes, and some have rable, but there is no guarantee that consumers 
become shrewd manipulators of the Fourth Es- will quickly reap the benefits. Sometimes, as 
tate. "Whether it comes from the federal treasury with magnetic recording during the 1 9 3 0 ~ ~  the 
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form of hydrogen fusion as  a commer- 
cial source ol power, some scientists 
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peared to be skeptical. 
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and physicists that may lake years of 
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1 s  a~ University ; f s o i . h m  ton in 
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announced that it had linked expenmentation toresolve. Nuciarfu. 
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AIDS-like virus, once again its 
"breaktl~rougl~" was widely re- Reported scientific breakthroughs don't alzuays live up to their billing. 
ported-and the subsequent de- 
bunking of it by the Centers for Disease Control Eager for stories, the science writers go along. 
was widely ignored. The public is ill served by In the Wistar case, Crewdson says, not only was 
such superficial reporting, says Crewdson, a the institute's history of dubious discoveries ig- 
senior writer for the C h i c a p  Tribune. He con- nored, but reporters "failed to notice that the 
tends that science writers all too frequently serve institute's increasingly desperate publicity grabs 
as mindless cheerleaders for the scientists they paralleled both its worsening financial straits 
cover. and the . . . struggle of its septuagenarian direc- 

Like other journalists, science writers gener- tor to keep his job." 
ally prefer stories that are simple and dramatic. The old view of scientists as disinterested, 
Because scientific subjects are so often extremely almost godlike creatures simply won't stand up, 
complicated and technical, science writers are Crewdson says. Science writers need to learn a 
more dependent than other reporters on the basic journalistic lesson: "If your mother says she 
people they cover to tell them what the story is. loves you, check it out." 
Some researchers are only too happy to give 
them a "story." In addition, Crewdson writes, 
"Science writers may be the last innocents. Technological Retreat 
Among journalists they are certainly the last op- 
timists." When a scientist says that lle has dis- "Suppressing Innovation: Bell Laboratories and 

Magnetic Recording" b y  Mark Clark, in  Technology and 
covered big/ science writers usu- Cl,/fllrc (July  ̂3), w, of Cl>icago Press, Journals 
ally are eager to believe him. Division, P.O. Box 37005, Chicago, Ill. 60637. 


