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Abstract 

 

The coverage of science by the media traditionally receives more criticism than it does praise. 

An extensive amount of literature has been written on this subject, citing problems such as 

sensationalism, lack of context, distortion, simplification, reliance on PR material and the 

failure to localise a story.  

Some argue that, in order to have good science journalism, it must be produced by designated 

specialists with a basic level of science literacy, acquired through either training or 

experience (Novella 2013, Dunwoody 1999, Stocking, 1999). The science coverage within 

the Irish print media has not escaped criticism. Considering that only one of Ireland’s dailies, 

The Irish Times, employs a designated science correspondent and has regular science 

reporting, the lack of designated specialists is often blamed for the problems that exist in the 

for Irish science reporting. 

The aim of this research was to determine whether the existence of a science correspondent 

within a news organisation affects the quantity and quality of science coverage. By 

comparing science articles from Ireland’s two bestselling broadsheets, The Irish Times and 

the Irish Independent, several findings were made. These were reinforced by the opinions of 

relevant individuals, which were collected during interviews with the author. 

While the existence of a science correspondent may slightly affect the quantity of science 

stories, the quality tends to be the same. The only significant difference found between the 

specialist and non-specialist science reporting was the lack of localisation in newspapers 

without a specialist. Newspapers with a specialist also provide more coverage to matters that 

are purely science-related. This is likely due to the fact that the newspaper with a science 

correspondent has a regular science page which must be filled. 

The general consensus amongst interview candidates was that the existence of a designated 

science correspondent is not the key to better science coverage. The comparative study of 

newspapers resulted in similar findings. Suggestions made to increase and improve the 

reporting of science in Ireland include a more humanised approach to science stories, an 

increase in the use of diagrams and images and the utilisation of social media to communicate 

science news to the public.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

In recent decades, the increase in research and technological advances has brought science to 

the forefront of public discussion. The mass media are the public’s main source of 

information on science and technology (Trench & Sterne 1994, Nelkin 2005). However, the 

processes of science research and news writing contrast greatly with one another, meaning 

that reporting on scientific issues often proves challenging. Scientific research is a slow, 

ongoing process, while journalism is a fast-paced profession with deadlines; scientists utilise 

technical phrases and precise detail, while journalists must write a comprehensible story that 

doesn’t surpass a given word count.   

Science journalism has been widely criticised and it is perhaps this lack of understanding 

between the scientist and the journalist that leads to its problems. Regularly cited issues 

within science journalism include simplification, reliance on PR material, uncritical 

reporting, failure to put the story in context and lack of fact verification, to name but a few.  

In order to improve the dissemination of scientific knowledge to the public, several third 

level institutions now offer recognised courses in science communication. In Ireland at 

present, one such course exists: the MSc in Science Communication in Dublin City 

University (DCU). The course prospectus lists a number of career opportunities available to 

its graduates, one being science journalism.  

In a survey conducted amongst media professionals in 2007 as part of a European 

Commission study on science in the media, fifty per cent of those surveyed considered the 

complexity of scientific information to be a constraint to their work (European Commission, 

2007a). Within the same study, in a survey conducted amongst researchers, participants cited 

the lack of specialised science journalists as one of the main drawbacks in the fight for 

quality science journalism (European Commission, 2007b).  
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Does employing a science specialist improve the quality and quantity of science reporting? 

The purpose of this dissertation is to answer that very question by examining science 

coverage in the media from an Irish perspective. It will focus specifically on the print media. 

Since the 1980s, science coverage in the Irish print media has decreased (Trench and Sterne, 

1994). Due to lower budgets in news organisations, particularly for newspapers as readership 

continues to decline, staff journalists are being let go. For those who are offered employment, 

there is a preference to hire generalists over specialists due to their ability to cover a wide 

range of stories at one time.  

While the decrease in specialist reporters has occurred within many different fields, this study 

will focus on one of these - science journalism. At the time of writing, Will Goodbody had 

been recently employed as the Science and Technology correspondent for RTE. Within the 

print media, however, no similar appointments have been made in recent years. In fact, The 

Irish Times is the only daily Irish newspaper employing a dedicated science editor.  

This study will compare science articles from two of Ireland’s daily newspapers - The Irish 

Times and the Irish Independent. These newspapers have been chosen as they are Ireland’s 

bestselling quality newspapers and they appeal to a similar audience. In order to compare like 

with like, it will focus on the coverage of two specific scientific issues: genetically modified 

(GM) foods and the discovery of primordial gravitational waves. The differences, if any, 

between the science coverage in the two newspapers will be discussed. In addition several 

relevant individuals will be interviewed and their opinions compared.  

Before discussing the research, it must be put into context by explaining the concept of the 

specialist journalist. In the Literature Review in Chapter 2, their role, along with the positive 

and negative factors associated with them, is outlined. Following this, the common criticisms 

of science journalism will be discussed, including those mentioned above. 

Chapter 3, the Background section, examines the situation for science reporting in Ireland.  

Chapter 4 presents the findings from this research and discusses its implications. 

Chapter 5 provides a conclusion to this study and offers recommendations on how to improve 

science reporting, along with ideas for further study. 

The aim of this study is to resolve the following question: does employing a science specialist 

improve the quality and quantity of science coverage within a print publication? 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

 

Before focusing on science journalism, it is important to understand the broader concept of 

the specialist journalist. Although much research has been done on specialists in specific 

fields, there is little existing literature on specialists as an overall group. Jeremy Tunstall, 

author of the book Journalists at Work (1971), is the primary theorist on this subject and thus, 

he is the predominant source for much of the discussion in this first section.   

 

The role of specialists 

Within news organisations, there are usually two main categories of reporter. General 

reporters, or generalists, are hired to cover a wide range of subjects. They do not possess 

significant background knowledge about their article topic and are unlikely to have pre-

existing relationships with relevant sources (Gans, 2004). The other form of reporting is 

specialist reporting, also known as beat reporting. Organising reporters into beats is seen as 

an efficient method of newsgathering that ultimately, benefits the news organisation as a 

whole (Becker & Vlad, 2009). Beat reporting can be either ‘locational’ eg. a London 

correspondent, or ‘substantive’ ie. a reporter who focuses on a particular subject (Gans, 2004: 

131).  

According to Tunstall, the idea of specialist reporting dates back to the earliest days of the 

press. To illustrate this, he mentions how, in the 18
th

 century, people abroad got their letters 

published in British newspapers and subsequently, became the publications first ‘foreign 

correspondents’ (Tunstall, 1971: 74).  

Though Tunstall’s foreign correspondents were immersed in the culture that they wrote 

about, it is not necessary for the specialist to have studied the subject that they have been 

tasked to cover. In fact, they may know nothing about the area prior to their appointment 

(Gans, 2004). However, when designated a specialist by an editor, the journalist becomes an 



 9 

‘instant specialist’, if not an instant expert, and thus, through firsthand experience, will build 

a reputation in their field over time (Tunstall, 1971: 116, Turner & Orange, 2013).  

The need for specialists 

It is both impossible and impractical for a news organisation to employ a specialist to cover 

every subject. Several factors affect an organisation’s decision to hire specialists in certain 

fields and not in others. 

Firstly, their choice is dependent on the company’s ‘news philosophy’ (Connolly, 2002 as 

cited by Becker & Vlad, 2009). Like a brand, this determines the characteristics of the 

finished news product, along with the processes used to create it. In accordance with their 

news philosophy, organisations will make decisions to represent some aspects of the 

community and ignore others (Becker & Vlad, 2009). They may designate specialists to the 

areas that are considered important, to ensure that they are covered regularly and in detail. 

Competition between different news products is another relevant factor. When deciding on a 

news agenda, news organisations often observe what their rivals are reporting. Tunstall 

(1971) summed this up when he wrote: ‘news is what the competition says is news’ (Tunstall, 

1971: 216). Allocating a specialist journalist to a specific subject area allows a news 

organisation to compete more effectively in that field (Tunstall, 1971). On the contrary, an 

increasingly competitive news market may encourage news organisations to be more 

differentiated in terms of their news philosophy and thus, choose to report things that 

competitors do not cover (Becker & Vlad, 2009).   

 

Generalists versus specialists 

According to American science and health journalist, Kathleen Raven, a combination of 

generalists and specialists are needed in order to ‘keep the news media ecosystem thriving’ 

(Raven, 2012). In the process of news production, both specialist and general reporters bring 

different levels of knowledge on a subject to their organisation. This affects their contact with 

sources and ultimately, the news output (Gans, 2004). 

Tunstall asserts that at the centre of a specialist’s role is the requirement to engage closely 

with news sources (Tunstall, 1971: 117). On the one hand, this can be seen as positive; prior 

to the assignment of a story, a specialist may have relationships with certain sources whose 
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trust in the journalist may gain them access to insider information (Gans, 2004). However, 

this can also complicate the journalist’s work (Becker & Vlad, 2009). In order to maintain 

close relationships with important sources, these journalists must focus on stories that portray 

them in a positive light. Failure to do so would damage this important connection, thus 

endangering their usefulness on the beat (Gans, 2004, Becker & Vlad, 2009: 67).  

As a result of this ‘symbiotic relationship’ (Gans, 2004: 133), specialists may become what is 

referred to as a ‘tame seal’- a derogatory term used by journalists to describe a specialist who 

avoids any criticism of a major news source (Tunstall, 1971: 188). This uncritical reporting 

goes against the norms of journalism. The role of any journalist is to report on a story, while 

avoiding becoming an ‘advocate for the area’ that they are covering (Murcott & Williams, 

2013: 153, Turner & Orange, 2013).  

‘The specialist is in a radically different position from the general reporter’ (Tunstall, 1971: 

133). Unlike established beat reporters, generalists do not become engaged in symbiotic 

relationships and are free from any obligations to report in favour of their sources. On the 

other hand, reporters without prior knowledge of the area may fall subject to being managed 

so that they see only what sources want them to see (Gans, 2004). This is an evident risk in 

relation to generalists who cover science stories, when a scientist assumes the journalist will 

have difficulty understanding the subject and the journalist assumes likewise (Trench & 

Sterne, 1994).  

Even if sources have not gained such a high level of control over specialists, the journalist’s 

proximity to the subject matter may have an undesirable influence on news output. 

Ultimately, the specialist is working to inform a lay audience (Gans, 2004). They need to 

understand the complexity of the issue and make it comprehensible for the uninformed reader 

(Media Helping Media, 2012). This can be difficult as the specialist journalist may be 

unaware of the questions that an uninformed reader would ask (Gans, 2004, Nelkin, 1987). 

For generalists, this is not the case. As they are new to the story, they are more likely to ask 

uncomplicated, broad questions similar to those that an uninformed member of the lay public 

may ask (Gans, 2004). However, the fact that general reporters ‘almost never have time to 

read background materials’ (Gans, 2004: 138) can lead to misunderstandings, particularly 

when it comes to complex subjects. This can have a negative effect on news output. In fact, 

this lack of specialised knowledge has been cited as one of the reasons for poor quality 

medical journalism (Wilson et al., 2010).  
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The aforementioned pros and cons of specialist reporting clearly apply to the field of science 

journalism (Murcott and Williams, 2012). Although generalists may find science 

complicated, a science specialist may unknowingly develop a style of reporting that is 

‘overspecialised’ (Nelkin 1987: 102). They may also become so close to their sources and 

their subject that they fail to look at an issue critically (Trench & Sterne, 1994, Nelkin, 1987) 

and instead, become cheerleaders for science (Murcott & Williams, 2012).  

 

Science journalism: communicating science to the public 

Research has shown that the media is the public’s main source of science and health 

information (Einsiedel & Thorne, 1999, Nelkin, 1987, Rogers, 1999). Journalists play an 

important role as they help their audience to make sense of scientific information 

(Dunwoody, 1999). The audience places a large amount of trust in what they read, feeling 

that if something is in the print media, it must be true (Deyo & Patrick, 2005).   

However, the conflicting ideals of science and journalism make science a difficult subject to 

report on. While news writing is a quick process that is constrained by budgets, space and 

deadlines, science is complex, precise and often slow to evolve (Nelkin, 1987, Dunwoody, 

1999). Although recent events are the main focus of news stories, science stories deal with 

gradual discoveries and ‘very rarely of physicists leaping out of baths shouting “Eureka!”’ 

(Trench & Sterne, 1994: 28).  

Science coverage in the media is often criticised. The most commonly cited causes for this 

criticism are: 

 

False balance 

Journalists are obliged to show both sides of an argument in order to give the audience a fair 

and balanced interpretation of events. This is one of the key journalistic norms, known as 

objectivity (Tuchman, 1972 as cited by Stocking, 1999). However, when it comes to science 

writing, this is not necessarily the most appropriate way of dealing with a story. In fact, the 

efforts to provide balance in a science story can lead to ‘false balance’- the notion that 

balance can distort science reporting (Mellor et al., 2011 as cited by Murcott & Williams, 

2012). According to Novella, some scientific opinions are better than others and therefore, to 
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give them equal weight in a story is deceptive (Novella, 2013). Striving for balance may give 

the minority view more authority than it deserves (Murcott & Williams, 2012, Stocking, 

1999) and subsequently, journalists will fail to enhance public understanding of science 

(Nelkin, 1987, Rowan, 1999).   

 

Simplification 

The role of the journalist is to disseminate information to the public. In order to ensure that it 

is accessible and interesting for a wide audience, they often have to simplify complex 

information (Trench & Sterne, 1994 Einsiedel & Thorne, 1999). Nelkin recognises 

simplification as an essential tool to help make ‘science palatable to the public’ (Nelkin 1987: 

120). However, she points out that this aspect of science journalism is controversial. Some 

disagree with it, deeming it a matter of dumbing down science stories. Ben Goldacre (2008) 

considers the simplification of science to be unnecessary, arguing: 

Nobody dumbs down the finance pages. I can barely understand most of the sports 

section. In the literature pull-out, there are five long pages which I find completely 

impenetrable... (Goldacre, 2008: 297) 

 

Sensationalism 

In a further effort to make science news more attractive to the audience, journalists may 

exaggerate facts and dramatise a story. Health reporting in particular has become more 

sensational, with a reliance on breakthrough stories and miracle cures (Deyo & Patrick, 2005, 

Nelkin, 1987). This trend is becoming increasingly common due to the rise in competition 

between news outlets (Deyo & Patrick 2005). As Edward E. Slosson, chemist and the first 

editor of Science Service, notes: 

...science is usually reported in short paragraphs, ending in “est.” The fastest or the 

slowest, the hottest or the coldest, the biggest or the smallest, and in any case, the 

newest thing in the world.” (Slosson, 1921 as cited by Nelkin 1987: 90).  

Critics deem reporting that portrays science as wacky, dangerous and changeable as a 

‘parody’ of science (Goldacre 2008: 279).  
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Distorting the facts 

Sometimes journalists construct scientific research so that it portrays a certain meaning. 

While it is understood that it is impossible for a journalist to create content without an angle 

(Karpf, 1988), journalists often frame information in such a way that it distorts the real 

meaning and creates a more interesting result. In his book, Bad Science, journalist Ben 

Goldacre describes how journalists can present their hypothesis (i.e. their interpretation of a 

study) as the evidence (i.e. factual information) and thus, distort the original story: 

Once you become aware of the difference between the evidence and the hypothesis, 

you start to notice how very rarely you get to find out what any research has really 

shown when journalists say ‘research has shown’. (Goldacre, 2008: 299) 

 

Lack of context 

When giving accounts of science, some journalists fail to provide their audience with 

historical context (Stocking, 1999). Ignoring relevant earlier research has been cited by 

Tankard and Ryan as one of the biggest problems in science stories (Tankard & Ryan, 1974 

as cited by Stocking, 1999). In addition, stories on emerging issues also need to be put into 

context (Novella, 2013). Providing context allows the audience to make sense of the 

information and ultimately, decide how important it is in the wider scheme of things (Rogers, 

1999). Indeed, in a focus group that sought opinions on the media coverage of AIDS and 

global warming, participants repeatedly expressed their frustration with the lack of context 

within science stories (Rogers, 1999).  

 

Lack of vital information 

In order to help a reader to understand the story content, details on methods used to conduct 

scientific research are vital. Providing the audience with this gives them the knowledge to 

learn to test scientific claims (Rogers, 1999: 204, Rowan, 1999). However, the background to 

a scientific claim is often omitted from a news story as scientific methods are not considered 

to be newsworthy (Nelkin, 1987, Rowan, 1999). Other important information includes 

evidence for a finding, information about the researchers involved, limitations of a study and, 

in the case of stories about new medical treatments, information about cost and side effects. 

In Rogers’ study, participants found that when reading science stories, there was an 
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assumption of knowledge on their part, knowledge that they did not have (Deyo & Patrick, 

2005, Rogers, 1999). When covering science stories, journalists should write with the 

assumption that ‘the reader knows nothing’ (Zinsser, 1994 as cited by Rogers, 1999).   

 

Reliance on PR material 

As the modern journalist is expected to be a ‘Jack of all Trades’ (Turner & Orange, 2013: 3), 

who can produce online content as well as work across platforms, their workload is much 

greater than that of their historic counterparts. This increase in workload, coupled with a 

decrease in staff and the deadline-driven environment within news organisations, means that 

basic tasks such as finding original stories and fact-checking are now carried out under more 

pressure (Murcott & Williams, 2012, Dunwoody, 1999).   

A study conducted by William and Clifford amongst science, health and environment 

journalists in the UK illustrates the changes in working practices amongst journalists. Eighty-

eight per cent of those surveyed said that their workloads had increased between 2005 and 

2010 (Williams & Clifford, 2010 as cited by Murcott & Williams, 2012).  

With an increase in assignments and less time to complete them, journalists from all fields 

often turn to press releases as the primary source for their story. The urge to rely on pre-

packed information is stronger within the science beat due to the often complex nature of 

scientific research (Nelkin, 1987). What’s more, there has been a significant increase in 

professional science PR in recent years, within pharmaceutical industries, government 

departments and universities, to name but a few outlets (Murcott & Williams, 2012). PR-led 

stories are less demanding for a news organisation in terms of time and resources (Trench & 

Sterne, 1994). However, the tendency of journalists to take ‘cut-and-paste shortcuts’ results 

in a lack of story variation across news outlets (Murcott & Williams, 2012). More seriously, 

it gives self-interested PR companies greater power to influence the public interpretation of 

science and in turn, reduces the ability of journalists to hold science to account (Deyo & 

Patrick, 2005, Stocking, 1999).  
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Uncritical reporting 

Journalists also fail to live up to their role as public watchdog when they do not verify facts 

before writing a story. In William and Clifford’s survey amongst science journalists in the 

UK (2010), almost half of participants claimed that they now have ‘less time’ to check facts 

for accuracy. One national reporter told the researchers:  

We hardly ever have enough time to research something properly... We have to take 

on more trust that I’d like to (Williams and Clifford, 2010:52 as cited by Murcott and 

Williams, 2012:155). 

Failure to check facts may lead to inaccurate reporting. 

Lack of time is only one factor that prevents journalists from producing uncritical journalism. 

Science is often perceived to be a neutral and accurate authority, not only by the public, but 

by journalists and thus, they seldom question science and the interests behind research claims 

(Nelkin, 1987). A study of media coverage of the social sciences showed that the majority of 

journalists who wrote about scientific research accepted the ‘scientists’ word on faith’ 

(Stocking, 1999 as cited by Schünemann, 2013). Whether the source is a press release or an 

interview with a scientist, reporters are often ‘reluctant to criticise science’ (Dunwoody, 

1999: 64). As scientists and PR companies may use the media to attract publicity and gain 

profit, it is important that journalists do not accept their claims without question (Deyo & 

Patrick, 2005). According to Murcott and Williams, science is a sceptical pursuit and 

journalists do it a disservice by covering it so uncritically (Murcott & Williams, 2012).  

The lack of scientific knowledge or training is the reason most often cited for the common 

problems associated with science journalism (Stocking, 1999). Some argue that, in order to 

have good science journalism, it must be produced by designated specialists with a basic 

level of science literacy, acquired through either training or experience (Novella 2013, 

Dunwoody 1999, Stocking, 1999). This is one of the possible reasons for the problems within 

science reporting and is the topic that this study will focus on. By comparing science 

coverage in a publication with a science specialist and one without, it aims to determine 

whether newspapers with science specialists are more or less likely to produce better science 

coverage.  

 

 



 16 

Chapter 3 

Background 

 

Specialist Journalism in Ireland 

Journalists are defined as either generalists, who are capable of covering anything, or 

specialists. 

The specialised journalist possesses a degree of expertise in a particular subject 

domain acquired either through degrees and/or experience, or is a professional who 

“defected” to journalism (Isani, 2007).  

Specialist journalism has not always been a feature of the Irish media. In fact, until recent 

decades, being employed as a specialist journalist was seen as unusual. Although there was 

plenty of political journalism in Ireland throughout the early 1900s, the journalists producing 

it were not referred to as political specialists.  

However, a group of specialised political journalists were later appointed, one which was 

much more organised and elite than anything the Irish media had known before. 

Foley (1993) outlines the development of Britain’s political lobby system - a small group of 

political correspondents who work in close proximity to the government and receive regular 

briefings on political issues. Foley affirms that many of the features and critiques that apply 

to the British lobby system also apply to Ireland’s group of political correspondents. He 

describes it as a ‘clubby and exclusive’ system which offers members access to off the record 

briefings while excluding other journalists (Foley, 1993: 22). The government communicates 

with the press secretary who in turn briefs the political correspondents on certain issues. This 

not only ensures that the government controls what the media is reporting but also, as the 

briefings are usually unattributed, allows them to deny what is reported, should there be a 

negative public reaction.  

Other specialist groups developed within the Irish media over time, though perhaps not all as 

structured and elite as the political group. While, in the past, some publications may have 



 17 

employed a specialist in a certain area, it was not until the 1990s that the practice became 

widespread.   

The development of specialisation was largely due to an increasingly competitive 

environment. Although long established newspapers such as The Irish Times were witnessing 

a circulation growth during the mid 1990s, they also faced steeper competition, as British 

imports, Sunday newspapers and other new publications were becoming popular. As a result, 

The Irish Times made a number of editorial changes, one being increased sectionalisation. 

Many of these sections boosted newspaper sales on the days they featured. They also hired 

more staff to work within its three titles; in 1986, they employed 190 members of full-time 

contract staff and by 1996, this figure had grown to 280. This expansion led to further 

specialisation into sectors such as science, food and media affairs, while they also developed 

overseas offices abroad. These editorial changes were mirrored in many other publications as 

they too battled to retain prominence in a growingly competitive industry (Horgan, 2001). 

 

Science in the Irish media – a recent history 

Science has not had the same long-standing presence within the Irish media as other subjects 

such as politics and literature. Although scientific research was being conducted long before 

the foundation of any of Ireland’s publications, it went largely unreported here until just over 

forty years ago. Prior to the 1970s, scientists were reluctant to speak to journalists. In fact, 

communicating science to the public was frowned upon amongst scientists, who considered 

those publicising their work to be ‘mere popularisers’ (Reville, 2010). Since then, investment 

in science and technology by the government has increased and thus, the communication of 

science to the public is now encouraged amongst scientists. 

Between 1970 and 1976, The Irish Times featured a science column written by Irish physicist 

Roy Johnston, understood to be the country’s first science specialist. It was not until the mid-

to-late 1980s that science and technology journalism really began to feature outside the pages 

of The Irish Times. Following the Chernobyl disaster, Professor William Reville was asked to 

monitor radiation levels in air, water and milk in Cork city. He contributed bulletins based on 

his findings to the Cork Examiner for several weeks before proposing to the editor, Fergus O’ 

Callaghan, that he would write a science column, a feature he noticed other newspapers were 

lacking at that time (Reville, 2010). 
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Reville began to write his fortnightly column in February 1987, continuing until 1994. At the 

time of his appointment, science was also beginning to find its place within the national 

media. With the introduction of the innovations page in the Sunday Tribune, several science-

based series’ on RTE television, two RTE Radio 1 programmes with regular contributions on 

science and the inclusion of a science and technology page within the newly-launched 

Sunday Business Post, the media were finally bringing science to public attention (Trench & 

Sterne, 1994). The Irish Times remained the pioneer for science in the national print media 

when it appointed its first official science correspondent, Dick Ahlstrom in 1986 (rds, 2010, 

Trench, 2007).  

Almost all of the science and technology journalists at the time were freelance, who 

developed their specialist knowledge and built up contacts through working for several 

publications. The Irish Science Journalists Association (ISJA), established in 1989, counted 

many of these freelances as members (Trench & Sterne, 1994).  

During the 1990s, publications began to make budgetary cutbacks. The fact that those 

reporting science were predominantly freelance meant that they could be easily dropped from 

newspapers without objection from staff.  According to Sterne and Trench (1994), The Irish 

Times was the only publication that compensated for the loss of designated science sections 

in mainstream news coverage. Not only did Dick Ahlstrom, continue as science 

correspondent within the news pages, the newspaper also soon saw an expansion of its 

specialised science coverage. This is largely thanks to the editor at the time, Conor Brady 

(Sterne & Trench, 1993, Trench 2007). 

In 1987, as newly-appointed editor, Brady had expressed his intention to increase the number 

of science graduates among the editorial staff and to introduce a weekly science page. (Sterne 

& Trench, 1994). He did not lose sight of this commitment, even when other newspapers 

were cutting their science coverage throughout the 1990s. In 1994, William Reville left the 

Cork Examiner when his request to write a weekly, rather than fortnightly, science column 

was refused. He approached Conor Brady with his idea and consequently, began to write his 

Science Today column for The Irish Times in 1995. This column proved extremely popular 

amongst the publication’s audience and as a result, Brady decided to expand the science 

coverage within The Irish Times. In 1997, he devoted a weekly page entitled Science Today 

under the command of Dick Ahlstrom, who was promoted from science correspondent to 

science editor. Reville continued to write his column which featured on this page, amongst 
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articles written by other freelance science journalists and of course, Ahlstrom himself 

(Reville, 2010). Ahlstrom also continued to report science issues within the main news pages 

of The Irish Times and still does to this day. In 2010, he became a recipient of an Honorary 

Life Membership to the RDS as recognition of his contributions to the public understanding 

of science (rds, 2010).  

Another interesting and relevant point to note when discussing the history of science 

journalism in Ireland, is the foundation of the Masters in Science Communication in Dublin 

City University. Established in 2010 by freelance journalist and former science 

communication lecturer Brian Trench, the course teaches students how ‘to participate in the 

public communication of complex information on science, environment, technology and 

medicine’ (Dcu, 2014). 

 

Modern Irish media’s representation of science 

At time of writing, The Irish Times is the only national daily Irish newspaper with a 

designated science editor and a commitment to regular science coverage. This is not to say 

that science is completely absent from the pages of all other Irish national dailies but rather, 

that it is covered in a different manner and to a lesser extent.  

 

Narrow coverage. Most of the science coverage in Ireland’s national daily newspapers, with 

the exception being, of course, that within The Irish Times, focuses on science-based stories 

concerning health, technology, environment or education (Trench & Sterne, 1994). Several 

official policy documents have noted the media’s narrow representation of science. The 

White Paper on Science Technology and Innovation (1996) defined the predominant 

categories of science stories as concerning: 

...environment, particularly climate change; sexuality particularly new reproductive 

technologies; genetics, particularly engineering of the future child’s characteristics; 

health, particularly cures for diseases; inventions, particularly gadgets with everyday 

applications (Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation, 1996 as cited by Trench, 

2007: 135). 

  

A snapshot of Irish newspaper science stories, conducted in 2001 by ENSCOT (European 

Network of Science Communication Teachers), highlighted the continuation of this trend, as 



 20 

did a similar review in 2006, though the latter showed a stronger bias towards stories 

concerning medicine (ENSCOT, 2003 as cited by Trench, 2007).  

Another criticism of science coverage in the Irish print media is that it that it tends to ignore 

any major steps for the science sector that occur in Ireland. In recent decades, there has been 

a huge amount of money invested into Research and Development (R&D) by the 

government, as well as by Irish and foreign investors. Between the years 1977 and 2007, 

public funding for R&D increased threefold. When the Irish Government launched its 

Strategy for Science, Technology and Innovation 2006-2013, committing a total of €3.8bn 

investment to R&D, The Irish Times was the only daily newspaper to cover the news 

extensively, with a three-page analysis of the strategy. Meanwhile, each of Ireland’s other 

daily newspapers allocated a page or less to the issue, drawing attention to the creation of 

jobs and Ireland’s economy, rather than to the implications that the fund had for science itself 

(Trench, 2007).  

 

Reliance on foreign research. Not only do the Irish print media tend to remain indifferent to 

science policy in Ireland, it rarely gives recognition to the work of Irish scientists, or even to 

their existence (Trench & Sterne, 1994). Although the government is committed to 

developing a ‘smart economy’ in Ireland and thus, invests heavily in this sector, there is a 

tendency to rely on foreign news when it comes to science reporting (Reville, 2010). This is 

largely due to the fact that (excluding those within The Irish Times), most of the science 

stories are sourced from foreign news agencies. According to journalist Brian Trench, the 

science correspondent of the British-based Press Association, John von Radowitz, is perhaps 

‘the single most prolific (though usually unnamed) contributor of science news to Irish 

newspapers’ (Trench, 2007: 134).  

Other dailies, particularly the Irish Independent, rely on the syndication services of British 

newspapers for their science news. In the case of the Irish Daily Mail and Sunday Times, 

there is a reliance on stories written by staff at their parent papers in Britain. Thus, the scant 

science coverage within Irish dailies tends to refer to foreign research, with little or no efforts 

made by journalists to offer an Irish angle (Trench, 2007). 
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Science on television and radio. Science and technology has also had a mixed presence on 

Irish television and radio. RTE Radio 1 has maintained an ongoing interest in science, having 

featured several programmes that were purely science-based since the 1990s. These include 

Future Tense (2001), Quantum Leap (2006-2007) and Debating Darwin (2008-2009). The 

station has also broadcast several one-off science series on certain aspects of science (Trench, 

2007, Neville, 2010). The existence of these science programmes was largely dependent on 

senior producer, Peter Mooney, who has since left the station. However, the programme 

Mooney, (formerly a nature programme known as Mooney Goes Wild), which is produced 

and presented by Derek Mooney, is a popular programme that focuses on nature and 

environmental science on a Friday (Reville, 2010).  Another notable science programme on 

Irish national radio is Newstalk’s, Futureproof, presented by Jonathon McCrea, which 

focuses on science and technology news (Newstalk, 2014). While other radio programmes 

often feature science-based issues, at present there are few others at a national level that focus 

solely on the topic. 

Over recent years, RTE television has also regularly shown science-based programmes, 

including Science Friction and The Science Squad. However, it was not until April 2013 that 

Ireland’s national broadcaster appointed a science and technology correspondent, Will 

Goodbody, to report on science during its daily news coverage. On the subject of this 

appointment, Managing Director of RTÉ News and Current Affairs, Kevin Bakhurst said:  

 ... it underlines RTÉ’s renewed commitment to our coverage of science and 

technology. It means we will be able to cover and break a wider range of science 

stories and bring a specialist understanding to this important part of Irish and 

international news. (Rte, 2013)  

 

Prior to Goodbody’s appointment, RTE had held a health and science correspondent and later 

an education and science correspondent but these were only appointed following government 

pressure and focused more on health and education than on science itself (Trench, 2007).  

 

The situation for science journalism abroad            

Ireland’s newspapers are lagging behind their foreign counterparts where science journalism 

is a recognized and important specialism. Indeed, the aforementioned snapshot survey 

conducted by ENSCOT in 2001, highlighted a significantly lower level of consideration to 
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science in the Irish print media than in the press of other countries (ENSCOT, 2003 as cited 

by Trench, 2007: 136). 

As a member of the European Union since 1973, Ireland has been included in all of the EU-

level surveys of knowledge of and attitudes towards science. The results of the 1977 survey, 

Science and European Public Opinion showed that the Irish interest in and awareness of 

science was below the average levels in the European Community and sometimes close to the 

lowest levels. Later surveys show that Ireland’s position in these surveys has changed very 

little over the last three decades (Trench, 2011).  

 

Conclusion 

Whether due to an inadequate level of communication between scientists and the public or 

the prominence of religion in Ireland until recent decades, the reasons behind Ireland’s low 

level of interest and knowledge of science compared to other countries are debatable. 

However, this dissertation will focus on one aspect – the media. Through comparing science 

articles within The Irish Times (a daily Irish newspaper with a science editor and specialist 

writers) to the Irish Independent (a daily Irish newspaper without specialised science 

coverage), this researcher aims to discover whether specialist science reporting affects the 

way in which a story is covered. This analysis, along with several interviews, will be 

examined and using the results, this researcher will determine whether employing science 

specialists improves or decreases the quality of science reporting.  
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Chapter 4 

Research: Article Analysis  

The first part of this research consists of a comparative analysis of science articles found in 

The Irish Times and the Irish Independent. Details regarding the methodology used can be 

found in Appendix A. 

 

Case Study 1: GM foods 

Genetically modified foods, commonly referred to as GM foods, are foods derived from 

organisms whose genetic material has been modified. At present, most GM foods or products 

with GM ingredients are plant-based. The US, Canada, Brazil and Argentina grow 90 per 

cent of the world’s GM crops. However, the practice of growing GM foods has not become 

popular in Europe, as some feel there are health and environmental concerns surrounding its 

use (Reville, 2013).  

The subject of GM organisms is controversial, with arguments for and against the production 

of genetically modified foods. The issue came to public attention in Ireland, when the 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) granted permission to Teagasc to conduct a field 

trial with genetically modified blight-resistant potatoes in 2012 (Rte, 2012). This decision led 

to widespread debate at both government and public level.  

As with any similar issue, the subject of GM foods was given extensive media coverage. 

Considering that the practice of genetic modification is science-based, the coverage of this 

issue was chosen as the subject for article analysis. This case in particular was chosen as it 

occurred recently, thus giving an up-to-date perspective of science coverage in the Irish 

media. It was also considered to be of importance as the agri-food sector accounts for around 

7% of Ireland’s GDP, creating 150,000 jobs (CSO as cited by Teagasc, 2012).  

By comparing the way in which the issue was covered in The Irish Times and the Irish 

Independent, it was hoped that a conclusion would be drawn on how science is covered in a 

publication with a science specialist, compared to one without.  
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Extent of Coverage. Within The Irish Times, 45 articles were found to mention the term 

‘genetically modified’. Of these, some articles were omitted from the analysis as they either 

only gave brief mention to genetically modified foods or were completely irrelevant. Letters 

to the editor were also disregarded in this analysis. Thus, 15 articles remained for 

examination.  

In the Irish Independent, the term ‘genetically modified’ was mentioned 41 times over the 

same period. Following omissions (brief mentions, letters to the editor and irrelevant 

articles), 12 articles remained. 

 

Author. Two articles within the Irish Independent were written by farming correspondent, 

Catriona Murphy. One was written by machinery reporter for the Farming Independent, 

Derek Casey, with another by freelance journalist, Michael Kelly. One of the articles, 

concerning foreign news on GM foods, was written by Science Editor for The Independent in 

the UK, Steve Connor. The remaining articles did not specify the author. 

Within The Irish Times, seven articles were written by food and farming correspondent, 

Alison Healy. Two articles were written by science editor, Dick Ahlstrom. An article each 

was written by industrial relations correspondent Martin Wall, parliamentary reporter Marie 

O’Halloran, London editor Mark Hennessy and environment editor Frank McDonald. 

Campaigner and blogger, Stella Coffey and Public Relations and Development Officer with 

Organic Trust Ltd, Gavin Lynch also wrote a piece each. All other articles did not specify the 

author. 

 

Angle. The articles were analysed to determine the predominant frame used within each 

newspaper when reporting on GM foods. The frame categories chosen were: science, 

agriculture, economics, environment, government policy and health. In some cases, the article 

could be seen to come under two categories and therefore, a decision was made to determine 

which focus was stronger.  

In The Irish Times, the predominant frame used was government policy, with five articles 

coming under this category. This was followed by three articles within the health and 

environment categories respectively, two economics and two agriculture pieces.  
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In the case of the Irish Independent, agriculture was the predominant frame, with five articles 

coming under this category. This was followed by four in the environment category and one 

in each of the economic, health and government policy categories. 

Neither publication reported on the issue of GM crops from a science perspective. Despite the 

fact that the science editor of The Irish Times, Dick Ahlstrom, wrote two of the articles, they 

each had either an economic or an environmental frame. Similarly in the Irish Independent, 

the article written by UK science editor, Steve Connor, had a health, rather than a science 

stance. 

On examining the existence of articles concerning genetically modified foods in the 

newspapers, it was found that both gave the issue a similar amount of coverage. However, 

neither of the publications looked at the issue from a scientific perspective, choosing instead 

to report on the debate around GM foods, or its impact on the agricultural industry. As the 

agricultural sector holds such high importance for the Irish economy, it is perhaps, 

unsurprising that the journalists spoke little of the science behind GM foods. Justified as it is, 

the aim of this study is to look at science-based news and thus, another topic was chosen and 

examined in more detail. 
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Case Study 2: Gravitational Waves 

The term pure science is defined as: 

A science depending on deductions from demonstrated truths, such as mathematics or 

logic, or studied without regard to practical applications (Oxford Dictionaries, 2014). 

Pure science focuses on science as an independent matter. While the topic of GM foods can 

be analysed from various perspectives (eg. health) within the media, topics that are purely 

science-based are not.  

The subject chosen for the second analysis concerns the scientific discovery of primordial 

gravitational waves- ripples in the fabric of spacetime from the very first moments following 

the Big Bang. The news of this scientific discovery was released and subsequently, covered 

in the media, in March 2014, and thus, the analysis of this coverage ensures that the findings 

illustrate the current state of Irish science reporting. 

 

Extent of Coverage. Within The Irish Times, five articles concerning the relevant story were 

published between March 19
th

 and March 24
th

. The first was published on March 19
th

. From 

these articles, there was a news story within the world news section accompanied by a brief 

factual insert, an opinion piece and two letters to the editor.  

In the Irish Independent, only one article was published on this subject. This was printed on 

March 18
th

, a day earlier than the first article within The Irish Times. It was located within the 

news section. 

The Irish Times devoted more than twice the amount of word space to this story than the Irish 

Independent, featuring it daily over a period of six days. This suggests that the newspaper 

perceived the story to be of importance and worthy of public attention, more so than the Irish 

Independent. This may be due to the influence of the science editor or the fact that The Irish 

Times has allocated space for science stories that must be filled.  
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Author. The articles within The Irish Times, with the obvious exception of the letters to the 

editor, were written by Dick Ahlstrom, the newspaper’s science correspondent. The article 

within the Irish Independent was written by Steve Connor. Through further research, it was 

found that this journalist is also a science specialist, albeit one employed within the 

Independent  in the UK. This illustrates a point made in the previous chapter: that the Irish 

Independent uses the syndication services and wire services to source much of its science 

news (Trench, 2007). This has some advantages, with the obvious being that stories can be 

produced faster. The fact that the Irish Independent ran this story before The Irish Times may 

indicate this. 

 

Inclusion of Vital Information. The main article (Ahlstrom, 2014a) within The Irish Times 

and that within the Irish Independent (Connor, 2014) includes necessary information needed 

for a reader to understand the study. In The Irish Times, Ahlstrom mentioned who the 

researchers were, where the study took place, how and why they conducted their research and 

most importantly, what they discovered. He defined gravity waves and inflation, mentioning 

the two scientists who first proposed each of these concepts, Einstein and Guth respectively. 

The factual insert gave additional information to the reader, such as when the Big Bang 

supposedly took place. The opinion piece, which was published on the same day as the news 

article albeit on a different page, repeated the key facts, which is important as the reader may 

not read both pieces. In the Irish Independent, Connor explained the who, what, where, why 

and how of the study in a similar manner to Ahlstrom. Similarly to Ahlstrom, he defined the 

terms gravity waves and inflation but only mentions one of the important theorists: Einstein. 

The Irish Independent did not include any additional information in the form of inserts or 

diagrams. As both articles were written by a science specialist, the additional information 

within The Irish Times compared to the Irish Independent may be more likely to be due to 

differences in the amount of space allocated to science news.  

 

Comprehensible. For those unfamiliar with science, the associated terms can be quite 

complicated. Journalists must report in a comprehensible manner, without resorting to the 

over-simplification or dumbing down of information. Both newspapers employ the use of 

jargon, using terms such as ‘cosmic inflation’, ‘Cosmic Microwave Background’ and ‘B-

mode’. The journalists offer thorough explanations of the most important scientific terms, 
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resulting in a story that is comprehensible, yet still fully informative. However, The Irish 

Times goes slightly further, with more several more definitions (for example, Ahlstrom 

defines what a BICEP2 telescope is while Connor does not) and more comments from Irish 

experts.  

 

Localising the story. According to Trench and Sterne (1994), the Irish print media rarely 

gives recognition to the work of Irish scientists, or even to their existence. This particular 

story concerns American scientists and thus, the journalists are obliged to rely on foreign 

research. However, in cases such as these, a journalist can localise a story in order to enhance 

the reader’s interest and make it more relevant to them. There is a significant contrast in the 

efforts made by The Irish Times and the Irish Independent to localise this story. In The Irish 

Times, Ahlstrom localises the story by providing comment and explanations from relevant 

Irish experts. In the Irish Independent, no effort is made to provide an Irish angle to the story. 

All of the quotes come from those directly involved in the research project. It is likely that the 

article was taken directly from the Independent in the UK and published without any 

adjustments made.  

 

Critical Reporting. Uncritical reporting is a problem often cited in discussions on science 

journalism. As previously mentioned, journalists need to verify their facts in order to 

maintain their role as public watchdog. It is impossible to determine whether either Ahlstrom 

or Connor verified the scientific findings. However, The Irish Times provides more critical 

coverage than the Irish Independent by using certain tools. 

One of these is the aforementioned localisation of a story. By inviting independent experts to 

comment on the supposed findings, Ahlstrom helps the reader to determine whether it is 

significant or just hype. The Irish Independent only utilises quotes from the researchers 

involved, which results in an uncritical, one-sided story. As all of the information was 

provided by those directly involved, the Irish Independent story may be deemed to be biased.  

The Irish Times also differs as it published information that questions this research. In one of 

the letters to the editor, a reader questions the importance of the findings saying that:   
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...the latest theoretical answer to “how” falls well short of the answer to the more significant 

question “why”, but everyone is entitled to their moment in the sun (Tannam, 2014).  

Although this letter was not written by a member of staff at The Irish Times, it was still 

published, showing that the newspaper is open to, and comfortable with, critical discussion of 

these findings.  

Finally, The Irish Times outlines the limitations of these findings, albeit through quotes from 

sources. At the end of the main article, there is reference to the fact that the findings have not 

been verified. For example, Prof Ray is quoted saying that the theory of inflation can 

definitely be said to have occurred ‘assuming the findings are verified’ (Ahlstrom, 2014). 

However, the Irish Independent gives no indication to the fact that this research has yet to 

receive verification.  

 

Summary 

Several assumptions can be drawn from these analysis’ that illustrate the differences between 

science coverage within publications with a specialist and those without. When looking at the 

coverage of GM foods, The Irish Times and the Irish Independent have a similar number of 

articles. However, when it comes to the gravitational waves story, The Irish Times gave the 

research more coverage. This suggests that newspapers without a science specialist do give 

space to scientific stories, yet give more coverage to those science issues that can be related 

to another topic such as health or education. The Irish Times also often reports science from 

another perspective, as can be seen from their GM food coverage. In saying this, they also 

publish stories which are purely about science, something which, perhaps, is strongly 

influenced by the science editor and the existence of a weekly science page.  

Within the ‘pure science’ story, which was the predominant focus in this analysis, The Irish 

Times and the Irish Independent both provided context, vital facts and scientific explanations 

to their readers. Despite the lack of an employed science editor within the Irish Independent, 

their story was as comprehensible and informative as that within The Irish Times. This may 

be due to the fact that the story was written by a science correspondent, albeit one employed 

with the Independent in the UK. 
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The largest, and in fact, probably the only significant difference between the coverage of the 

gravitational wave research between the two newspapers is the existence of a local angle. 

Although it is a foreign story, The Irish Times have included comment and analysis from Irish 

researchers, a tool known as ‘localising’ the story. The Irish Independent has not done this. 

The story was taken from a British newspaper and little or no changes were made to it. 

This study shows that the existence of a science specialist makes little difference to the way 

in which science is reported but that their presence does encourage more reporting on science 

as well as the localisation of stories. However, before coming to these conclusions, it is 

important to take the opinions of relevant individuals into account. 
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Chapter 6 

Research: Interviews 

 

The second part of this research consisted of open-ended interviews with science journalists, 

scientists, a newspaper editor, the former head of a science communication postgraduate 

course and the President of the Irish Science and Technology Journalists Association. These 

interviews were organised and conducted by the author of this research. Analysing their 

responses gives a broader understanding of science coverage in the Irish print media and 

helps to determine whether a specialist reporter should be an essential component of every 

newspaper. Details of how this research was carried out can be found in the Methodology 

section in Appendix A. For lists of the questions posed to each candidate, refer to Appendix 

C.    

 

Qualifications vs practical experience 

Prior to his appointment as science editor of The Irish Times, Dick Ahlstrom was familiar 

with science, having spent two and a half years studying physics in university, in addition to a 

stint in a computer company. Despite his own background, he does not feel that a scientific 

qualification is a necessity for a journalist who reports on science.  

One of the best science reporters that I know was a former arts editor without a 

background in science... The challenge for a science reporter is to take something 

complex and, it’s not that you are reducing it, but you need to use a technique to 

simplify it so that people can understand it (Ahlstrom, 2014, pers. comm., 31 March). 

Claire Grady, editor of the Irish Independent, shares his opinion. 

For a journalist writing about what would be to most people, a complicated 

scientific breakthrough in the treatment of a disease, it is not necessary that the 

journalist has studied it. It is necessary that the journalist knows how to 

contact and interpret what the scientist has to say (Grady, 2014, pers. comm., 7 

April). 

However, Mr. Ahlstrom does feel that his ‘exposure to science’ has its benefits, as it helps 

him to understand the methods and language used by researchers. 
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The great advantage is that you don’t have to learn what a protein is. You don’t have 

to learn what an enzyme is. You don’t have to learn what all of these terms are that 

scientists use. 

Claire O’ Connell, who has a PhD in cell biology, shares his opinion. The freelance science 

journalist who writes regularly for The Irish Times has found that her scientific knowledge 

allows her to see things from the scientist’s perspective. In addition, it has helped her to build 

up a network of contacts. However, Ms. O’ Connell finds that her knowledge of science can 

sometimes be a drawback. 

It is not something that I want to proclaim upfront because the second you do, there’s 

a danger that they are going to speak a different language to you...It adds an extra 

layer of translation that I have to put in. Sometimes I will say to them, listen I do 

know the answer to this question but I need you to explain it to the reader because it 

sounds much better coming from you than it does coming from me (O’ Connell, 2014, 

pers. comm., 1 April). 

Ultimately, Ms. O’ Connell does not feel that a background in science is necessary in order to 

report on science, nor is specialised science communication training. For her, an interest in 

science is more of a priority.  

I think having the interest and the passion and the desire to be accurate is the 

overriding thing. 

On the other hand, Physicist and Head of the Focas Research Institute in Dublin Institute of 

Technology, Professor Hugh Byrne, believes that those reporting on science should have 

some form of science background. 

Inevitably scientists use a huge amount of jargon and even hide behind a huge amount 

of jargon...I think it is important to have somebody with a science background to look 

at it (Byrne, 2014, pers. comm., 1 April). 

Despite the recognition that a science background is helpful, Anna Nolan, President of the 

Irish Science and Technology Journalist’s Association, does not share Hugh’s opinion. She 

believes the development of good journalistic skills are the most essential tool when writing 

about scientific issues. 

It is something you develop over time (Nolan, 2014, pers. comm., 3 April). 

Ms. Nolan mentions Brian Trench as an example of a good science journalist who does not 

have a background in science. Mr. Trench, a former journalist who established the MA in 

Science Communication in DCU, also doesn’t believe that a science qualification is essential 

for those who write about science.  
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I think any media organisation should have somebody on board with a background in 

science...But I absolutely do not think that there should be any prescription about who 

writes these stories. It just wouldn’t be possible to ensure that all stories that have a 

science dimension to them would be written by people with appropriate qualifications 

and appropriately designated responsibilities. And I’m not sure that is even 

necessarily a good idea... (Trench, 2014, pers. comm., 28 March). 

 

Specialist reporting vs generalist reporting 

Although there are several freelance science specialists in Ireland who have gained their 

knowledge through a degree in science, practical training or experience, The Irish Times is 

the only daily Irish publication who employ a dedicated science reporter, Dick Ahlstrom. For 

Mr. Ahlstrom, the absence of science reporters is ‘absolutely wrong.’ Although uncertain as 

to why his position does not exist in other newspapers, he suggests that it is the result of an 

editorial decision. 

The person there sitting on the desk is gatekeeper and it does affect what gets into the 

paper... I don’t think other desk editors are interested about what they write about 

science whereas they are interested in The Irish Times. They wanted to have this and 

felt it was an important area to cover. 

Claire Grady addressed this issue when asked whether the possibility of employing a science 

correspondent in the Irish Independent had ever been discussed: 

Every few years, the correspondents we have are reviewed... and as new issues begin 

to take hold and people begin to get interested, we make decisions around that. So 

yes, to that extent it would have been a “conscious decision” that we don’t have a 

science correspondent per say. 

According to Mr. Ahlstrom, newspapers without a designated science specialist are at a 

disadvantage when it comes to science reporting.  

Our coverage would be different. There would be more of it and there would be better 

coverage, I think. I would argue that it is better coverage because again, there is a 

dedicated person doing it.  

Environmental Scientist, Noreen Layden, notes certain differences between science coverage 

within The Irish Times and other newspapers.  

I would have thought that The Irish Times seem to make more of an effort to look at 

the actual science behind it and try to understand what the scientists are actually 

talking about and translate it to a non-technical language (Layden, 2014, pers. comm., 

4 April). 
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Freelance science journalist, Marie Boran feels that one is unlikely to find an in-depth 

analysis of a science story outside of the pages of The Irish Times. However, she does 

recognise the existence of science journalism in other newspapers, albeit it a different style of 

coverage that is ‘packaged in a different way’, for example as finance or technology stories. 

I think there is a need to frame it in some societal beneficial way but it does need to 

explain the science and explain it well (Boran, 2014, pers. comm.., 1 April).  

Ms. O’ Connell explains why getting science into general coverage in this way is really 

important. 

In fact, while I think it is great that some media outlets have a science page or a 

science section, there’s a danger that science coverage can become ghettoised. I like 

to try to get science into other sections of the paper as well... I think getting science 

into the more general coverage is actually really important for more mass acceptance 

of science stories... 

Ms. Grady holds a similar opinion. She feels that, as science is a broad subject, it makes 

sense for it to be divided into different areas, as it is done in the Irish Independent. 

Science doesn’t break down naturally into just science. I would think science crosses 

so many areas of people’s lives and so many disciplines. What is strictly science? 

Does the health correspondent not cover it? Does the environment correspondent not 

cover it? Does technology not cover it? We have all of those areas covered. In a way, 

it is a much more natural way of covering what we think of as science than just 

having one specific science correspondent. 

Another difference mentioned was the use of wire material and press releases. Without a 

designated specialist, other Irish newspapers often use pre-packaged material, as Mr. Trench 

explains.   

The Independent relies almost exclusively on syndicated material, for coverage of 

science internationally. Much of it is of high quality but it is generated by The Daily 

Telegraph or The Independent of London. And then The Examiner is fairly heavily 

reliant on the Press Association... To my fairly certain knowledge, the tabloids almost 

entirely depend on whatever it is the English editions of their equivalents produce. 

Mr. Trench does not feel the use of wire services results in poor coverage, nor does Mr. 

Ahlstrom who says that:   

...because the tabloids tend not to have specialist reporting, they might take it from the 

wires or from the UK (reporters)... and I know all those reporters, I know them 

personally. I know they are very good reporters.  
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Mr. Ahlstrom has access to material from The New York Times, The Guardian and PA and 

says that it can provide high quality information. However, he tends not to use it as he prefers 

to maintain a local angle within his coverage. 

My whole rational when I started the science page and even reporting science was 

that, people here don’t know or believe that science takes place. Or they are surprised 

to hear that some important science takes place. So my goal always was to try to 

represent the local Irish scientists. 

Ms. O’ Connell also feels that localisation of a story is important.  

Sometimes, what I like to try and do if possible, if there’s time and I have the right 

person to talk to, if there is a story from overseas, I will try and get a comment from 

an Irish scientist.  

In terms of its local coverage, Mr. Trench feels that The Irish Times surpasses the other 

newspapers that usually don’t search for a local angle when using press material. 

I think it’s slightly that they don’t trust themselves... But also, it’s readymade, it’s 

self-contained. 

However, Ms. Grady affirms that publicising stories concerning Irish research is very 

important for their newspaper. 

The Irish Independent does have partnerships with various third level colleges in 

terms of doing series’ and magazines. We would be supportive and always interested. 

 

Specialist reporters – an essential addition? 

If accuracy can still be maintained without a science specialist, is there a necessity for a 

specialist in all publications? 

According to Mr. Byrne, there is. 

...when there is a breaking news story related to science, even food, I think it can be 

important to have somebody there to know a little bit about the background of it. 

Ms. Nolan shares his view, pointing out that there are: 

...education correspondents, business correspondents, health correspondents, 

specialists for more or less everything... 

She feels that, due to the importance that science has on people’s lives, it also requires 

specialist reporting. 
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It permeates everywhere. It permeates for good and it also permeates for bad and I 

think the same journalistic methods apply to it as to anything else. 

While she feels that a science correspondent is of benefit to some publications, Ms. Layden 

doesn’t feel that every newspaper should have one.  

I would definitely suggest one for The Irish Times, and they have it, the Irish 

Independent and the Examiner... I wouldn’t recommend it in some of the other papers. 

the journalism that would end up in that might detract from the science. 

Ms. Grady does not believe that it is necessary for their newspaper, or any newspaper, to 

have a designated science correspondent. For her, it is ‘a little bit artificial.’ 

I would think that our coverage of the areas of science is as good, if not better, than a 

lot of the other papers and I am including papers with science correspondents...I don’t 

think it would be of any advantage to us to have somebody that is science per say... I 

think there are loads of advantages to doing it the way we do it. I think there’s every 

advantage to be honest.  

Both Ms. O’ Connell and Ms. Boran share the view that, although a science correspondent in 

every newspaper would be ideal, it is unlikely that this will ever be a possibility. According 

to Claire: 

I think it would probably improve the quality of the science coverage. But I realise it’s 

not an ideal world and the media are highly under resourced. 

Despite her views on specialists, Ms. O’ Connell believes that generalists can do an equally 

good job at reporting science and says that sometimes, their coverage turns out really well. 

They might have done some things that maybe somebody familiar with the beat 

would not have done. 

Mr. Trench also does not believe that designated science correspondents will become 

common in every Irish publication, nor does not feel that they are a necessary requirement. 

There is a growing recognition that more and more of mainstream public affairs have 

a scientific dimension to it... I think that the media of all sorts will be obliged to come 

to terms with that in one way or another and that may not necessarily be the 

appointment of somebody with the title of science correspondent... 

For Mr. Trench, the important question won’t be whether an organisation has a science 

correspondent to cover science stories, but whether they have people in their ranks and 

‘enough of them with enough knowledge to make sense of the stories’ that are science-

related. 
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Improving science reporting: recommendations 

While Mr. Ahlstrom believes that more science specialists will help to improve science 

reporting as ‘competition improves quality and quantity,’ the other interviewees had 

alternative ideas on how reporting could be improved.  

For Ms. Layden, the inclusion of more images and graphics might draw more attention to 

science journalism and make it more informative: 

Sometimes diagrams can go a long way to help to convey the messages. 

Others feel that a different approach to telling the story is needed. Mr. Trench, for example, 

suggests using personalities and narratives of people in science reporting. He mentions the 

BT Young Scientist competition, which gets extensive annual coverage in all of Ireland’s 

daily newspapers. 

It is peculiar that these young scientists, who aren’t really scientists, get coverage for 

their science, which isn’t really science, on a level disproportionate to the coverage 

given to established scientists...Why? Because children and animals make good 

stories. Well, is it just possible that there’s ways of telling stories, even of adult 

science or if you like, real science, that somehow deploys those kinds of storytelling 

techniques, even if they are not children who are always cute or animals who are 

frequently cute? 

Ms. Nolan believes that the current standard of science journalism in Ireland is high but feels 

that it could afford to be more investigative. Ms. O’ Connell thinks that the questioning of 

science, its ethics and its policy by journalists is becoming a more frequent occurrence and, 

like Ms. Nolan, views it as important.          

The more discussion we can have the better, as long as people are doing it in a mature 

kind of fashion and not scaremongering.  

In addition, Ms. O’ Connell believes that it is important to have interesting and engaging 

reporters covering science, who have the ability to put science in a context that people 

understand. 

...people who have a genuine interest in telling stories about science. If we can get 

more of those people in key positions in Ireland, that would be great. 

For Mr. Byrne, the print media is not the future for science reporting. Thus, while he thinks 

the quality of science reporting in Ireland is quite good, he feels the way in which science 

news is disseminated to the public will change. 
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Science stories spread very fast through things like Facebook and Twitter. 

Ms. Boran believes that there is a disconnect between the funding available for third level 

research and telling the public how important this publicly funded research is. She also feels 

that the internet may be an effective way of communicating this information across.  

Maybe there should be a way to ship the scientists straight to the public. I personally 

think social media has helped this hugely...A lot of people are on Twitter and blogs 

and YouTube all of the time chatting with members of the public, scientists and 

journalists. 

This awareness of science amongst members of the public is important, according to Ms. 

Boran. 

The more educated you are about scientific issues, probably the better choices you 

would make for your health and life in general. I think it is generally considered good 

for society to know more about science... 

 

(Source: Interviews with the author.) 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

 

When it comes to establishing what is newsworthy in a publication, science is treated in the 

same manner as any other subject. As the research findings illustrate in Chapter 4, 

newspapers with or without a science correspondent will give a similar amount of space to a 

science story, should the editor consider it to be of importance. Editors will tend to give 

coverage to stories that they think will be of interest to their audience due to its relevance to 

their health, the economy, their education or another aspect of their lives. As space is limited, 

scientific stories that cannot be reported from one of these perspectives will receive little or 

no coverage. However, as this research shows, a science correspondent is likely to be 

allocated regular space for their stories and thus, the quantity of these “pure science” stories 

will be slightly larger in newspapers where they are present. 

This research shows that science stories in the Irish print media are generally comprehensible, 

informative and placed in context, regardless of whether the publication has a designated 

science correspondent or not. The absence of a science correspondent in a newspaper does 

not affect the quality of the science coverage, suggesting that the presence of journalists with 

good journalistic skills is of greater importance than the presence of a science specialist. In 

fact, a point made by some of the interviewees was that science stories written by generalists 

can often be better, as they are more likely to ask simple questions and less likely to become 

cheerleaders for science. 

While the use of wire and agency material is more apparent in newspapers without a 

specialist, the high standard of this material along with the fact that much of it is written by 

British science writers, means that the coverage remains similar. However, one notable aspect 

of this type of coverage is the lack of a local angle in a story. Localisation is an important tool 

used in journalism to grab a reader’s attention. As a science specialist has more time to 

devote to science stories, and probably more relevant local contacts, it is easier for them to 

localise their coverage than a generalist.  
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The general conclusion drawn from this research is that science coverage in Ireland may 

increase but would not be greatly improved should all daily newspaper employ a designated 

correspondent. However, the interview candidates suggested other changes that could be 

made to improve reporting of science in Ireland, both in print and elsewhere. These ranged 

from minor changes, such as an increased use of diagrams, to more significant ones, for 

example a more humanised approach to scientific reporting.  

There was also a widespread awareness amongst the candidates of the effect that the internet, 

namely social media, has on the dissemination of scientific research.  Social media sites such 

as Facebook and Twitter were said to be useful tool for bringing science news to the attention 

of the general public. Blogs and online forums were also praised for their ability to bring the 

scientists and the general public in closer contact with one another. A suggestion was made 

that the information found within this online community be harnessed in some way so that it 

can be made available to the public through the print media, perhaps in the form of a new 

publication. 

The implementation of these changes could increase the amount and standard of science 

journalism in the Irish daily print media and thus, result in a more engaged and informed 

audience.  

Limitations of this study 

This study did not take into account the accuracy of the journalism as it was assumed that the 

information within the stories was correct. It also only involved the analysis of the content of 

two publications and thus, the findings may not apply to all Irish newspapers.  

Recommendations for further research 

One recommendation of this research would be to conduct a study into the role of online 

media and social media websites in the communication of scientific information. As more 

and more people are turning to the internet as their main source of news, such a study could 

provide significant suggestions on how to increase the public’s engagement with and 

consequently, understanding of science 

Final Point 

The aim of this research was to determine whether the existence of a designated science 

correspondent in a newspaper affects the quantity and quality of the science coverage. It is 
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clear that a science correspondent can have an impact on the quantity of science stories. 

However overall, these findings suggest that the existence of skilful journalists who possess a 

desire to be accurate is the primary requirement for good science journalism.  
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Appendix A: 

Research Methodology 

 

This study utilised two primary forms of research. This consisted mainly of qualitative 

research. However, a small amount of quantitative research was also conducted. 

 

Archival Research 

An examination of science articles from two publications was carried out. As a result, the 

researcher could compare science reporting in a newspaper with specialist science reporting 

and one without. Due to time and space restrictions for this research project, the study 

focused on only two of Ireland’s daily publications. The titles chosen were the Irish 

Independent and The Irish Times. The Irish Times was chosen as it is the only Irish daily 

newspaper that employs a science correspondent and commits to regular science coverage. 

The Irish Independent was chosen as a comparison. These two were picked as they are 

Ireland’s top-selling daily newspapers. They are both quality newspapers which come in 

broadsheet format and attract a similar audience. Thus, by comparing like with like, a fairer 

analysis of the science coverage could be carried out. 

As science is such a broad subject that may feature in any section of the newspaper, a focus 

was placed on certain scientific topics. Two different case studies were done, each one 

focusing on the coverage of a specific scientific issue. Purposive sampling was used to 

choose the articles as the researcher had a specific topic in mind when searching for them.  

For the first part of the analysis, the subject of genetically modified foods was chosen. This 

was chosen for three key reasons: 

1) The agricultural sector makes an important contribution to the Irish economy and 

thus, the issue of GM foods has been widely discussed in Ireland. 

2) It is a science-related story. 
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3) It is a subject that has been highlighted recently. This is important as the aim of this 

research is to give an up to date view on the differences between specialist and generalist 

science reporting. 

LexisNexis was used to search for the articles as it is the most convenient tool available for 

finding content relating to certain topics. The search term used was ‘genetically modified’ as 

it was assumed that this phrase would be utilised in every relevant article. To give an 

evaluation of science reporting that is as up-to-date as possible, the researcher wished to 

examine articles from a recent year. As there was an insufficient amount of articles available 

for study from 2013, the year 2012 was chosen. The relevant articles between 1st January 

2012 and 1st January 2013 were analysed. Irrelevant articles such as Letters to the Editor and 

those which did not focus on the topic of GM foods were omitted from the study. 

Quantitative research methods were used to determine which newspaper gave this issue more 

coverage over the one year period. When this was recorded, qualitative analysis was used. 

The author of each article was examined to determine who they were written by and whether 

the author had any expertise in the area. Framing analysis was then used to examine how 

each newspaper framed these stories (i.e. whether it was reported from a health perspective, 

scientific perspective, agricultural perspective etc.) and to find the predominant frame in 

each. This was done to determine whether the influence of a science correspondent in The 

Irish Times means it more likely to cover certain topics from a scientific viewpoint than the 

Irish Independent. 

As GM food is an issue that can be looked at from many different perspectives, and is an 

issue that is likely to be covered extensively within both publications, a decision was made to 

look at the coverage of a story that is purely science-based. It was felt that, by doing this, a 

more precise conclusion could be drawn regarding the differences between the science 

coverage (rather than the agricultural coverage etc.) in both publications. Again, using 

purposive sampling, a particular topic was chosen: the discovery of primordial gravitational 

waves. This was chosen for four key reasons: 

1) It is a science-based story that is unlikely to be reported in the context of health, 

education, agriculture or any other topic. 
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2) It was a big breakthrough and thus, likely to be reported on. This judgement was 

made based on the fact that it was featured on RTE news at six on the day that the story 

broke. 

3) It is a recent story and thus, the analysis of its coverage gives an up to date 

representation of science reporting in the Irish print media. 

4) As it is a recent story, its coverage was not examined in this way before and thus, this 

analysis brings something new to this area of research. 

Once again, LexisNexis was used to search for these articles. The terms ‘big bang’ and 

‘gravitational waves’ were searched for in order to ensure that no articles were missed. The 

researcher only searched for articles printed in March 2014. As this is when the discovery 

was made, it is not possible that relevant articles would have been printed before this date. 

Any articles which were irrelevant or appeared twice were omitted from the study.  

These articles were examined in more depth than those concerning GM food. It was possible 

to do this as there was a smaller quantity of them. Quantitative analysis was used to 

determine the number of relevant articles in each newspaper. An inductive approach to data 

analysis was then used. “Inductive analysis means that the patterns, themes, and categories of 

analysis come from the data; they emerge out of the data rather than being imposed on them 

prior to data collection and analysis” (Patton, 1980: 306). As these articles were examined in 

greater detail that those concerning GM food, copies of these articles are contained in the 

Appendix. 

Interviews 

The second part of research consisted of interviews. Expert sampling was used to select eight 

interview candidates meaning that individuals with a particular relevance to the research topic 

were chosen. An effort was made to ensure that there was at least one representative from 

both the scientific field and the journalism field. The candidates were as follows: 

• Dick Ahlstrom, Science Editor of The Irish Times, was selected as he is the only 

employed science specialist working for a daily Irish publication. In addition to being a 

representative for science specialists, Dick was a representative for The Irish Times, one of 

the newspapers examined. 
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• Claire Grady, Editor of the Irish Independent, was selected as the publication has no 

science representative. Thus, Claire was questioned about how the publication produces 

science coverage and the why there is no specialised science reporting. She represented the 

Irish Independent, the second newspaper examined. 

• Brian Trench, a former journalist and the founder of the MA in Science 

Communication in Dublin City University was chosen as he has researched the topic of 

science communication and science in the media in great detail. 

• Claire O’ Connell and Marie Boran were selected to be representatives for freelance 

science specialists. 

• Anna Nolan, President of the Irish Science and Technology Journalists Association 

was chosen as she is a key representative for all full-time specialist science journalists in 

Ireland. 

• In order to provide balance, two scientists from different backgrounds were also 

interviewed. Physicist Hugh Byrne and Environmental Scientist Noreen Layden were asked 

to give their opinions on the Irish print media’s treatment of science stories. 

This group of people was determined with the help of the research supervisor, and then 

contact details were gathered for the candidates. Four of the interviews were conducted face 

to face while the remainder had to be carried out by telephone, due to the remote location of 

the candidate and/ or their busy schedule. Specific sets of open-ended questions were 

formulated for each candidate. These are listed in the Appendix. Following the interviews, 

the audio recordings were transcribed and examined.   
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Appendix B 

Newspaper Articles 

 

 

The Irish Times 

 

March 19, 2014 Wednesday 

 

Signal discovered from the dawn of time helps explain the birth of the universe;  

Discovery of gravity waves described as equal to the detection of the Higgs boson  

 

BYLINE: Dick Ahlstrom 

 

SECTION: WORLD; Pg. 9 

 

LENGTH: 741 words 

 

 

A telescope mounted in the frozen wastes of Antarctica has managed to read a signal "from 

the dawn of time", one that fills in crucial gaps in our understanding of how the universe 

formed. 

It at once helps confirm theories of why the cosmos looks the way it does, and shows that 

gravity acts like other fundamental forces of nature at scales from atoms up to the entire 

universe. 

It also confirms a prediction made by Albert Einstein almost a century ago, that the formation 

of the universe should have kicked off gravity waves that are still rippling across the cosmos 

13.8 billion years later. 
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"It is pretty profound stuff," said Prof Peter Gallagher, a physicist at Trinity College, when 

commenting on the US-based research. "It tells us about the very origins of our world and the 

universe we live in. It is a discovery that is very much worthy of a Nobel prize." 

Researchers from California, Massachusetts and Minnesota joined to search for evidence of 

gravity waves, but also for proof of a theory called "cosmic inflation". 

This theory would help cosmologists explain the homogeneity of the universe, with matter 

distributed evenly in all directions, explained Prof Tom Ray, an astronomer at the Dublin 

Institute for Advanced Studies. 

The US-based researchers came up with the goods, finding the signature left behind by 

gravity waves as they sent ripples across space-time. These in turn provide evidence for 

cosmic inflation, which describes the instantaneous expansion of the universe immediately 

after the Big Bang. 

Exponential expansion Physicist Alan Guth proposed inflation in 1980 to help get a better 

match between theory and astronomical observations. He proposed that the universe began to 

expand exponentially a few trillion, trillion, trillionths of a second after the Big Bang. 

Such a rapid expansion should have triggered a series of gravitational waves, given the 

violence of the process, but they could never be found - until now. 

The Big Bang also produced intense heat, so hot that all matter was no more than a plasma of 

elemental subatomic particles. This cooled over billions of years, allowing galaxies to form, 

but a tiny amount of the original heat remains. It can still be seen today in the Cosmic 

Microwave Background, the faint glow that still exists from the Big Bang. 

It is within this glow that the scientists found evidence for gravitational waves and hence 

support for cosmic inflation. They used the Antarctic-based deep space radio telescope called 

Bicep2 (Background Imaging of Cosmic Extragalactic Polarisation 2). 

It is purpose-built to search the microwave glow for the telltale signs that gravity waves had 

passed through, an event that would have caused the glow to become polarised in a particular 

way. "Our team hunted for a special type of polarisation called B-modes," said Bicep2 co-

leader Prof Jamie Bock of Caltech and the Jet Propulsion Laboratory. This showed up as a 
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curling pattern in the polarised ancient light, delivering the first hard evidence for gravity 

waves. 

In the end the signal was much stronger than expected. "This has been like looking for a 

needle in a haystack, but instead we found a crowbar," said co-leader Prof Clem Pryke of 

University of Minnesota. 

Physicists here are as impressed as they are around the world. "If what they have found can 

be confirmed there is no doubt it is a wonder leap forward in our understand of the very 

beginning of the universe," said Prof Paul Callanan of the Department of Physics at 

University College Cork. "It seems to be a very significant result and so it is a very exciting 

time for cosmology." 

"I think it is a huge deal," Prof Gallagher said. "We have been waiting for years for gravity 

waves and they are so faint and so difficult to measure. Now we have this amazing result 

saying they found evidence for these waves." 

The discovery was "certainly equal to the detection of the Higgs boson", Prof Ray said. 

"Inflation was just a theory but this shows that it definitely occurred assuming the findings 

are verified. They also verify relativity and gravity waves. We have been looking for these 

for years and years." 

Finding primordial B-mode polarisation offered very strong evidence for inflation provided it 

was verified, said Prof John Womersley, head of UK funding body Science and Technology 

Facilities Council. The recent Higgs discovery and direct evidence for inflation made these 

"very exciting times to be a physicist", he said. 
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The Irish Times 

 

March 19, 2014 Wednesday 

 

Big Bang By numbers 

 

BYLINE: Dick Ahlstrom 

 

SECTION: WORLD; Pg. 9 

 

LENGTH: 88 words 

 

 

13.8 billion Years since the Big Bang 

100 trillion trillion times The amount of "cosmic inflation" - the instantaneous expansion of 

the universe - that occurred within a second after the Big Bang 

400,000 Years after the Big Bang that the "Cosmic Microwave Background" radiation - the 

ancient, leftover heat from the Big Bang - was emitted 

1916 The year Albert Einstein proposed the existence of gravity waves 

1980 The year Alan Guth proposed the idea of "inflation" 
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The Irish Times 

 

March 19, 2014 Wednesday 

 

A speck in the cosmos 

 

SECTION: OPINION; Pg. 15 

 

LENGTH: 339 words 

 

 

There is a strange symmetry to the two greatest physics discoveries of our age - great 

scientists like Albert Einstein have seen the quest for symmetry in the laws of nature as 

central to their inquiries, and it seems it is mirrored in the scope and pace of scientific 

discovery itself. At the largest scale in terms of distance and time, the weekend 

announcement of the discovery of ripples of gravitational energy 13.8 billion years old, 

echoes of the big bang at the universe's birth, is likely provide the sort of fundamental 

insights into the nature and origins of matter that, at the microscopic level, the identification 

of the Higgs boson did two years ago. Both confirmations of until-then theoretical models 

herald new eras of fruitful cosmological and subatomic research and a leap in our 

understanding. 

Reaching back to the first moment of cosmic time with telescopes at the South Pole, a team 

of astronomers led by John Kovac of the Harvard-Smithsonian Centre for Astrophysics has 

reported detecting ripples in the fabric of space-time that are believed to be the signature of a 

universe expanding violently when it was roughly a trillionth of a trillionth of a trillionth of a 

second old. 

What the experiment - BICEP (Background Imaging of Cosmic Extragalactic Polarisation) - 

has seen confirms predictions of unobserved gravitational waves whose existence Einstein 

predicted back in 1916 in his general theory of relativity and which physicist Alan Guth in 

1979 theorised would provide evidence to support the theory of the "inflation" of the 

universe, its massively rapid expansion in the first micro-moments of existence. Confirming 

inflation will provide crucial insights into the operation of forces well beyond anything we 
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can reproduce and into gravity itself. And it seems to confirm that the 14 billion light-year 

expanse of our universe, with its hundreds of billions of galaxies, is only a speck in the 

unfathomable extent of a larger cosmos, possibly just one of many. 

Humility would be an appropriate response. 
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The Irish Times 

 

March 20, 2014 Thursday 

 

Big Bang and cosmic inflation 

 

SECTION: LETTERS; Pg. 15 

 

LENGTH: 91 words 

 

 

Sir, - The scientific community is celebrating another "discovery" relating to the origin of the 

universe ("Signal from 'dawn of time' helps explain the birth of the universe", Home News, 

March 19th). Of course everything describable can be described and the latest theoretical 

answer to "how" falls well short of the answer to the more significant question "why", but 

everyone is entitled to their moment in the sun. 

No wonder the universe is expanding, making room for all that hubris. - Yours, etc, 

EUGENE TANNAM, 

Monalea Park, 

Firhouse, 

Dublin 24. 
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The Irish Times 

 

March 24, 2014 Monday 

 

Big Bang and cosmic inflation 

 

SECTION: LETTERS; Pg. 15 

 

LENGTH: 106 words 

 

 

Sir, - Charles Lamb, I think it was, who, having been shown a rough draft of one of Milton's 

poems, declared that he never again would look into an artist's workshop. 

Dick Ahlstrom's article on the detection of gravity waves from "the dawn of time" (Signal 

from 'dawn of time' helps explain the birth of the universe", Home News, March 19th) deals 

with things that, for me, are getting very near to the original artist's workshop. But my 

reaction is quite different from that of Charles Lamb. I want more of it for it's where science 

and religion meet. Is this not creation? - Yours, etc, 

GABRIEL MARTIN, 

Leinster Park, 

Maynooth, 

Co Kildare. 
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Irish Independent 

 

March 18, 2014 Tuesday  

Edition 3;  

National Edition 

 

Scientists detect ripples of Big Bang in deep space 

 

BYLINE: Steve Connor 

 

SECTION: NEWS; Pg. 24 

 

LENGTH: 520 words 

 

 

SCIENTISTS have detected the enigmatic ripples in deep space that were triggered by 

the Big Bang - the rapid expansion of the universe - during the earliest moments of its 

creation some 13.7 billion years ago. 

In a ground-breaking experiment, astrophysicists have captured the first indirect images of 

so-called gravitational waves using a telescope at the South Pole designed to measure the 

cosmic background radiation left over from the Big Bang. 

The findings are powerful confirmation of the events that took place at the very beginning of 

time when the universe expanded rapidly during a period known as inflation, which was the 

moment when gravitational waves were formed. Albert Einstein first predicted the existence 

of gravitational waves a century ago in his theory of general relativity but no one has been 

able to measure them directly, despite a number of elaborate experiments around the world 

designed to do just that. 

In the 1970s, cosmologists theorised that gravitational waves must have been generated 

immediately after the Big Bang, as the universe expanded during its inflationary period from 

being a pea-sized object to an entity that extends beyond the reach of the most powerful 

telescopes. 
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Gravitational waves are important to the theory of how large-scale structures such as 

galaxies, stars and planets were able to form from the smoothly distributed matter of the 

universe, but they have proved far too elusive to detect directly or indirectly - until now. 

John Kovac of the Harvard-Smithsonian Centre for Astrophysics in Massachusetts and his 

colleagues were able to "see" gravitational waves by detecting swirly patterns of polarised 

radiation within the faint glow of the microwave background radiation left over as an "echo" 

of the Big Bang. 

"Detecting this signal is one of the most important goals in cosmology today. A lot of work 

by a lot of people has led up to this point," Dr Kovac said. 

The images emerged from data gathered by the BICEPS2 telescope in Antarctica. 

"The South Pole is the closest you can get to space and still be on the ground. It's one of the 

driest and clearest locations on Earth, perfect for observing the faint microwaves from 

the Big Bang," Dr Kovac said. 

The BICEPS2 telescope, which scans deep space for the cosmic microwave background 

radiation, detected swirls of polarised light in a pattern called B-mode, which could only be 

explained by the effect of gravitational waves, the scientists said. 

Microwaves The scientists said they were surprised to see such a strong signal of B-mode 

polarised radiation, which was bigger than theoretical cosmologists had predicted. They 

analysed the data over a period of three years to try to eliminate possible errors or 

interference, they said. 

"This has been like looking for a needle in a haystack, but instead we found a crowbar," said 

Clem Pryke of the University of Minnesota, the co-leader of the research project. 

Leonid Grishchuk of Cardiff University, who died last year, predicted 40 years ago that 

gravitational waves would result in B-mode polarisation in the cosmic microwaves' ' 

background.(© Independent News Service) 

 

 

GRAPHIC: Researchers have captured the first direct images of gravitational waves. 
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Appendix C: 

Interview Questions 

 

Interview with Brian Trench, 28 March, 2014. [Paris Bakery, Dublin] 

 How would you rate the coverage of science in the Irish print media in terms of 

diversity and quality of the articles? 

 Why do you think that the Irish Times decided to have a science correspondent and 

regular science coverage while other newspapers did not? 

 What major differences exist, if any, in the way that the other newspapers report 

science in comparison to The Irish Times, apart from the fact that the Irish Times have 

a regular science page?  

 In your opinion, is it necessary for anyone who reports on science to have a 

background in science? Why/ why not? 

 How do you think we can get the general public interested in science? 

 As the nature of science is quite complicated, how do you think a journalist can make 

a story easy for someone without background knowledge to understand, without 

leaving out some of the main points? 

 In one of your studies, you mention that a lot of the papers rely on syndication 

services or on the British newspapers. What is the effect, if any, on coverage? 

 What is your opinion on the localisation of science stories in the Irish print media? Is 

it often done? 

 What are other countries like in comparison to Ireland in terms of even having people 

with a science background/ knowledge on their team of staff? 
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 What was it that influenced you to set up the D.C.U. Science Communication course? 

You mentioned that it is not necessarily just for journalists? (Brian mentioned this in 

casual conversation before the interview) 

 There is a lot of research being done in Ireland. So, why do you think that we are so 

dependent on science news from other countries rather than what is going on here? 

 How, if at all, could science journalism in Ireland be improved?  
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Interview with Dick Ahlstrom, 31 March 2014. [Cafe, Tara Street, Dublin] 

 Explain to me your background in science, if any, before you became the Science 

Editor for The Irish Times. 

 What made you become a science writer? 

 Do you think all newspapers should have a science editor or a science correspondent 

and what are your reasons for this view? 

 What are the advantages of being a known science correspondent? 

 Are there any drawbacks to being a science correspondent? 

 What is your opinion on having a background in science as a science reporter? Is it a 

necessity? 

 What are the benefits and the drawbacks of having a background in science as a 

science reporter? 

 What is your opinion on journalists receiving special science communication training? 

Have you had any science communication training? 

 How can a journalist write a science story that keeps people interested, without 

exaggerating or distorting the facts? 

 How do you source your stories? 

 How does The Irish Times compare to other Irish dailies in terms of localisation of 

stories? 

 How do you rate the coverage of science in the Irish print media in terms of quality 

and quantity? 

 How, if at all, is your coverage different to the science coverage in other papers? 

 You sometimes work on the news desk also. How, if at all, does this influence what 

science news gets into the news section? 

 How do you think science reporting, particularly in the print media in Ireland, can be 

improved, if at all? 
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Interview with Claire O’ Connell, 1 April, 2014. [Via telephone] 

 You studied science before turning to journalism. What made you move from 

practicing science to communicating science? 

 What is your opinion on having a background in science as a science reporter? Is it a 

necessity? 

 What are the benefits, if any, to having a scientific background when it comes to 

writing about science? 

 What are the drawbacks to having a background in science, if any? 

 Do you think that all newspapers should have dedicated science correspondents? 

What are your reasons for this opinion? 

 Why do you think The Irish Times are the only daily Irish newspaper that has that 

dedicated science coverage? 

 What are the benefits and drawbacks of with getting stories from PR and wire 

services? 

 Newspapers without science specialists still report on science. How does this affect 

their output? How does it compare to that within The Irish Times? 

 Research shows that most Irish newspapers rely on coverage of foreign rather than 

Irish research. Why do you think this is the case? 

 You completed the Masters in Science Communication in DCU. How has this helped 

you to write about science and communicate it to the public? 

 Would you recommend that all journalists that cover science should have some sort of 

science communication training? Why? 

 How important is it to cover science for the sake of science itself rather than, for 

example, covering medical issues from a health perspective? 

 As a freelance how easy or difficult is it to get your science stories published? What 

challenges do you have to face? 

 How easy/difficult is it to get editors interested in your stories? 

 How do you think science can be communicated to the public in a way that is 

interesting and easy to understand, without it being distorted or simplified? 

 How do you think that science reporting in Ireland can be improved in future, if at all? 
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Interview with Claire Grady, 7 April, 2014. [Via telephone] 

 How would you rate the coverage of science in the Irish print media in terms of 

quality and quantity? 

 Why doesn’t the Irish Independent employ a science correspondent? Was this 

decision ever discussed? 

 Is there anyone in your newsroom with a scientific degree? 

 What is your opinion on having a background in science as a reporter covering 

science issues? Is it a necessity? 

 How do the journalists manage the complex nature of science research and make it 

easier for the public to understand? 

 How important is it, if at all, to report on Irish research, in your opinion? 

 How would you compare the coverage to the coverage in a paper with a science 

correspondent? 
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Interview with Marie Boran, 1 April, 2014. [Via telephone] 

 Tell me about your background in science. 

 What did you learn about reporting science from the course in D.C.U.? 

 In your opinion, how necessary, if at all, is it for a journalist who writes about science 

to have a background in it? 

 In your opinion, how necessary is it for all newspapers to have a specialist science 

correspondent? 

 Why do you think The Irish Times are the only newspaper with a science specialist? 

 Have you noticed any differences in the coverage between The Irish Times and other 

newspapers without a science specialist and if so, what are they? 

 How important is it to cover science for the sake of science itself? 

 As a freelance journalist, how easy/difficult is it to get published? 

 How can science coverage in the Irish print media be improved, if at all? 
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Interview with Anna Nolan, 3 April, 2014. [Via telephone] 

 Why was the Irish Science and Technology Journalists Association founded? 

 How many members do you have at present? Has this increased/ decreased over the 

last several years? 

 Do you think every newspaper should have a designated science editor or even a 

science correspondent to cover that beat? What are the reasons for your opinion? 

 Have you noticed any differences in coverage between The Irish Times and those who 

don’t employ specialists and if so, what are they? 

 In your opinion, how necessary, if at all, is it for a journalist who writes about science 

to have a background in it? 

 In your opinion, how necessary is it that journalists reporting on science receive 

special science communication training? 

 How would you rate the current coverage of science in the Irish print media, in terms 

of quality? 

 How could it be improved, if at all? 
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Interview with Hugh Byrne, 1 April, 2014. [Focas Research Institute, Camden Row, 

Dublin] 

 How would you rate the coverage of science in the Irish print media in terms of 

diversity and quality of the articles? 

 In your opinion, how important is it that newspapers have a science correspondent? 

 In your opinion, how important is it for journalists who report on science to have a 

science background? 

 How important is it that these journalists have science communication training? 

 Research shows that the media cover stories on foreign science research more so than 

they cover stories regarding Irish research. Why do you think this is so? 

 Is it important that Irish research is covered by the media? Why/why not? 

 Has a journalist ever approached you wishing to report on your research? If so, what 

was the outcome? 

 If somebody was to write a science story, what is the best way to go about it so it is 

accurate and easy to understand but does not misrepresent the science? 

 How much do you trust journalists when it comes to reporting on your research and 

do you think you would trust a specialist more than a general reporter? 

 Do you think that science reporting in the Irish print media can be improved and if so, 

how? 
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Interview with Noreen Layden, 4 April, 2014. [D.I.T. Cathal Brugha Street, Dublin] 

 How would you rate the coverage of science in the Irish print media in terms of 

diversity and quality? 

 Do you notice any differences between the manner of reporting in the Irish Times and 

newspapers without specialists? 

 Do you think science gets enough coverage in the Irish print media? 

 Do you think all newspapers should have a designated science editor or at least a 

science correspondent? 

 Why do you think newspapers tend to report foreign research rather than Irish 

research? 

 And how do you think that can be changed? Is there a way to get the media covering 

Irish research? 

 Do you think that all those who write about science should have a science 

background? 

 Do you think that they should receive special science communication training? 

 Have the mainstream media ever reported on any of your studies? 

 Do you think that science reporting in Ireland could be improved in future and if so, 

how? 

 

 


