
How to nail the basics of  this staple of  health 
journalism

The Study Story



Choose a study to cover
1. Study is recent (released within 1-2 months) 
2. Reputable journal (published by Elsevier, Sage, 

Springer, Taylor & Francis, Wiley … & others) 
3. Hasn’t been widely covered—do a Google search 
4. Avoid blockbuster journals (JAMA, New England 

Journal Medicine, Nature, Science) 
5. Look for relevance/appeal to general audience 
6. Is the study: *Surprising/counterintuitive? 
	 	              *Related to an intriguing larger issue? 
7. Is the methodology fun to describe? 



Larger context about studies
1. Think of  a study story as the AP Daybook of  health 

journalism. 
2. This is like a quick spot-news story. That’s why your 

study must be very recent. 
3. If  you find an interesting study that’s 1-5 years old, it 

could be a nugget that inspires a feature story 
4. In feature stories, where you interview multiple 

researchers about a trend, studies as old as 5 years or 
more are still fresh 

5. Not all health features are built on studies! Studies 
are just one form of  evidence. Others are: data, 
interviews with experts 



Obtain the study
1. NEVER PURCHASE A STUDY! 
2. Google the study title to see if  full text comes up 
3. If  the study is published by Elsevier, get full text 

through ScienceDirect, a database available through 
the CUNY J school library. Our library also 
subscribes digitally to Science, Nature, NEJM 

4. Check the authors’ bios on their university websites. 
Sometimes they put up full text of  their studies 

5. Email an author, tell them that you’re a freelance 
journalist, saw the abstract, are interested in covering 
it, could they send you the study 



Research and report
1. Email study author to set up interview. Ask for 30 

minutes 
2. Read the study, not just the abstract  

(DON’T STRESS OVER PARTS YOU DON’T 
UNDERSTAND!) 

3. Immerse yourself  in background. Read Wikipedia 
and journalism on the wider topic. 

4. Find at least FIVE uninvolved experts for context. 
(Many of  these experts won’t get back to you) 

5. Email them to set up interviews. (ATTACH PDF OF 
STUDY TO THESE EMAILS). Ask for 20 minutes 

6. Speak to at least one independent expert (two is 
better) 

	



How to find outside experts
1. Enter your study into PubMed and look at list of  

“Similar Articles,” on the right 
2. Enter keywords into PubMed (some abstracts have 

keywords at the bottom; otherwise come up with your 
own). Narrow to review articles. Authors of  reviews make 
good sources. Sort by “Best Match” not “Most Recent.” 

3. Consult the References section (bibliography) at end 
of  study. Choose an expert who’s cited frequently 
there or who the author mentions as having done 
related work



Questions to ask … the author
1. How did you come to do this study? 
2. You might tell the scientist you read the study and 

understand it pretty well but you’d love to hear them 
explain how the study was done and what the main 
findings were. 

3. You also want to ask one or two big-picture questions such as: 
What is most significant about the study’s findings? How 
does this study contribute to the field?  

4. Look for color: What obstacles did you encounter? Were 
there any surprises? 

5. How could this study be relevant to ordinary people? 
6. What are next steps? 

**RECORD THE INTERVIEW



Questions to ask … the outside expert
1. How does this study add to what scientists already 

knew?  
2. What’s most notable about this study’s findings?  
3. Do you have any reservations about this study? 
4. Are there limitations to the study that people should 

know about? 
5. What are next steps in this area? 

NOTES: The best quotes come from the questions you don't know 
to ask, that come to you when they answer your initial questions. 

Don’t be too invested in asking the perfect question. You can make 
a statement or observation and ask them to reflect on it. 

Don’t obsess over details. Only try to understand what you need 

BE MINDFUL OF THEIR TIME AND SEND A THANK YOU 



What do you do if an outside expert 
trashes the study?



What do you do if an outside expert 
trashes the study?
You probably want to consult another independent 
expert. 

If  there is consensus that the study is garbage, don’t 
cover it. 

UNLESS the study is getting lots of  media attention, in 
which case you want to do a take-down. 

For example: http://www.businessinsider.com/dont-
eat-ice-cream-breakfast-2016-11 
 



Writing the study story
LEAD is a 1-2 punch 
    1: Grab reader with something both familiar and intriguing 
    2: Deliver the study in a nugget 

CONTEXT GRAF: Brief  “why it matters” 

HOW THE STUDY WAS DONE graf  
	  • Include “juicy details,” i.e. gold coins 
      • Include the results 

QUOTE from study author (or outside expert) 

Extended context/implications 
  
Perspective from outside researcher 

Next steps for this research 

*Include journal title and pub date (but not in the lead). DON’T INCLUDE NAME OF STUDY 
*Do not include the title of  the journal article



Story #1: “Infants Possess Intermingled 
Senses,” Scientific American Mind, Jan. 2012 

Story #2: “Protein Predicts Which Cancers 
Will Spread,” New Scientist, Feb. 1, 2011

EXAMPLES:



STORY #1 

LEAD: 

*Grab reader with 
something both 
familiar and 
intriguing 

*Deliver the study in 
a nugget 

*Context

“Infants Possess Intermingled Senses,” 
Scientific American Mind, Jan. 2012 

● What if  every visit to the museum was the 
equivalent of  spending time at the 
philharmonic? For painter Wassily Kandinsky, 
that was the experience of  painting: colors 
triggered sounds.  

● Now a study from the University of  California, 
San Diego, suggests that we are all born 
synesthetes like Kandinsky, with senses so 
joined that stimulating one reliably stimulates 
another. 

● The work, published in the August issue of  
Psychological Science, has become the first 
experimental confirmation of  the infant-
synesthesia hypothesis—which has existed, 
unproved, for almost 20 years.



Summary of  how study 
was done, and what it 
found, with juicy details

● Researchers presented infants and adults 
with images of  repeating shapes (either 
circles or triangles) on a split-color 
background: one side was red or blue, and 
the other side was yellow or green. If  the 
infants had shape-color associations, the 
scientists hypothesized, the shapes would 
affect their color preferences. For instance, 
some infants might look significantly longer 
at a green background with circles than at 
the same green background with triangles. 
Absent synesthesia, no such difference 
would be visible.	  

	 	 The study confirmed this hunch. 
Infants who were two and three months old 
showed significant shape-color associations. 
By eight months the preference was no 
longer pronounced, and in adults it was 
gone altogether.



Quote from study 
author 

REMEMBER THAT 
YOU CAN ALWAYS 
PARAPHRASE IF 
THE AUTHOR 
DOESN’T GIVE 
YOU THE 
‘PERFECT’ QUOTE!

● The more important implications of  
this work may lie beyond 
synesthesia, says lead author Katie 
Wagner, a psychologist at U.C.S.D. 
The finding provides insight into 
how babies learn about the world 
more generally. “Infants may 
perceive the world in a way that’s 
fundamentally different from 
adults,” Wagner says. As we age, she 
adds, we narrow our focus, perhaps 
gaining an edge in cognitive speed 
as the sensory symphony quiets 
down.



STORY #2 

LEAD: 

*Grab reader with 
something both 
familiar and 
intriguing 

*Deliver the study in 
a nugget 

*Context

“Protein Predicts Which Cancers Will 
Spread,” New Scientist, Feb 1, 2011 

● All cancer is bad, but tumours prone to 
forming secondary growths or 
"metastases" elsewhere in the body are the 
real killers.  

● In future, levels of  a modified protein 
present in many types of  tumour may help 
predict whether cancer is likely to spread. 

● The discovery holds promise for singling 
out people at high risk of  metastases for 
more aggressive treatment.



Summary of  how study 
was done, and what it 
found, with juicy details

● Peng Loh of  the National Institute of  
Child Health and Human 
Development in Bethesda, Maryland, 
and Ronnie Poon of  the University of  
Hong Kong studied tumours from 99 
people with liver cancer. By measuring 
levels of  a modified protein, they 
could identify those who went on to 
develop secondary tumours within 
two years, with more than 90 per cent 
accuracy.  The results were similar for 
14 people with rare adrenal gland 
cancers. That's encouraging, because 
the adrenal cancers arise from a 
completely different class of  cell from 
those that form liver tumours. What's 
more, high levels of  the protein were 
also found in cultures of  metastatic 
cells from tumours of  the colon, 
breast, head and neck.



Quote from study 
author

● "This biomarker may be useful for 
many types of  cancer," says Loh. If  
so, subjects at high risk could be 
monitored more closely for signs of  
spread and treated accordingly. For 
example, if  caught early, secondary 
growths of  some types of  cancer can 
be wiped out using a probe that zaps 
them with radio waves.



Context/implications ● The protein being monitored is a 
modified form of  carboxypeptidase 
E, an enzyme normally involved in 
processing proteins before they are 
secreted from the cell. Its altered 
form moves to the nucleus, where it 
ramps up the activity of  a gene 
involved in metastasis.



Perspective from 
outside researcher

● The results now need to be repeated 
in larger groups of  patients, with 
different types of  cancer. This 
validation will be the crucial step, 
cautions Amato Giaccia, a specialist 
in metastasis at Stanford University 
in California. Giaccia warns that 
earlier promising biomarkers for 
cancer spread have failed to provide 
reliable predictions in subsequent 
studies. "That's when you don't hear 
of  these things anymore," he says.


