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“The level of health care investigative reporting 
has never been better - even in small and 
medium-sized newspapers. But the once- or 
twice- or three-times-a-year stories don’t make 
up for the daily drumbeat of stories.  Health 
care reporting in this country is a disgrace day 
in and day out.  The daily drumbeat is a 
disgrace.  “There are no breakthroughs” - that 
should be the next paragraph in the story 
when anyone makes such a claim.”

Don Barlett

Pulitzer Prize winner

Investigative Journalist 
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Did the story….

• adequately discuss costs?

• avoid disease-mongering?

• evaluate the quality of the evidence?

• quantify harms & benefits - in absolute, not just relative, 
terms?

• establish the true novelty?

• establish the availability?

• use independent sources & examine conflicts of interest?

• compare the new idea with existing options?

• appear to rely solely or largely on a news release?
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Our process

n Monitor 60 leading news organizations

n Review only stories that include claims of 
efficacy or safety in treatments, tests, 
products or procedures

n Each story reviewed by 3 reviewers

n We e-mail the reporter when the review is 
posted
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More than 2,500 stories reviewed

n Australia - 1,410

n US - 890

n Canada - 235
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In the US, after 3 years …

70% of stories fail to: 

n Adequately discuss costs.  

n Explain how big (or small) is the potential 
benefit. 

n Explain how big (or small) is the potential 
harm.
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Kid-in-candy-store picture of U.S. 
health care

nEverything is terrific
nNothing is risky

nNo price tags













Intuition vs. Science

What we want to be the truth

Vs. 

What we know to be the truth





“It is something that both reflects the spirit of the times, 
the zeitgeist, and can shape it.  Good journalism can make 
public discourse more honest and less oversimplified, 
more dominated by logical thinking and less dominated 
by rhetoric. What does science journalism have that 
makes it a model for good journalism as a whole?  The 
most important thing it has is evidence. In this new world, 
science reporting – done without exaggeration, and with 
an eye to giving the reader enough information to make 
up his own mind – can be a model for intelligent 
discourse.  It can be an exercise in truth-telling and 
democracy. And what could be better than that? “
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“Science and journalism are not alien cultures, for all that 
they can sometimes seem that way.  They are built on the 
same foundation – the belief that conclusions require 
evidence; that the evidence should be open to everyone; and 
that everything is subject to question.  Both groups are 
comprised of professional skeptics.”
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We try to get journalists to analyze evidence as they report 
on the high-speed train of expensive and unproven health 
care technologies that is leaving the station. 

Because once it has left the station, it can’t be stopped. 



Simple theme: In health care…. 

n …more is not always better

n …newer is not always better

n …screening for early disease doesn’t 
always make sense 
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