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Hype from journalists and scientists

An unholy alliance

Journalists know that Monday's newspapers are traditionally
devoted to undoing the excesses of Sunday's papers. Most
doctors yawn when they read of "miracle breakthroughs" in
Sunday's papers and know that the whole thing will be
forgotten by Tuesday. But for parents it's different. Imagine
that you are the parent of a child severely affected by asthma,
whose life is restricted by her condition and who you know has
a chance of dying of her disease. How then would you feel
when you opened the Sunday Times of 8 March and read that
the disease will be eradicated within five years?'
You are likely to feel elated, but eventually you will be

brutally let down. You may be suspicious that your general
practitioner is out of touch with new developments when she
tells you that she is sceptical about the breakthrough. And you
are unlikely to read page 12 of the New Scientist, where one of
the researchers quoted in the Sunday Times says that the news
reports were "totally over the top."2 But in the end you will
discover that the whole article was the most appalling piece of
hype. Then you will be distraught and feel cheated.
Why should we bother to draw attention to these excesses,

which have long been with us? There are two reasons: firstly,
the Sunday Times in particular seems to be making a habit of
these reports; and, secondly, some highly respected scientists
seem unwittingly to be participating in the process, to the
detriment of science.
The Sunday Times article of 8 March appeared on the front

page and was entitled "British breakthrough likely to end
asthma suffering." Scientists were said to have discovered the
gene that caused asthma, and the discovery had, the paper
said, "been hailed as one of the most significant medical
breakthroughs this century." An article on 29 December
employed similar hyperbole about the use of acyclovir in
AIDS: "British doctors have discovered a drug that halves the
death rate of patients with the AIDS virus and promises to
make the disease completely treatable."3 Professor Paul
Griffiths, a professor of virology and one of the principal
investigators, was quoted as saying that "the drug had
removed the automatic death sentence carried by HIV. He
claimed the infection could be as treatable as diabetes by the
end of the decade."
The effect that these sorts of statements have on those

suffering from AIDS is hard to quantify, but the effect on

markets can be easily measured: the share price of Wellcome,
the manufacturers of acyclovir, rose by a pound the day after
the Sunday Times report, although Wellcome poured cold
water on the claims.4 Professor Griffiths later wrote in the
Lancet that he was embarrassed by the report and that he did
not anticipate that "minor points in the briefing ... would
become major points of discussion."5 But he should have
anticipated this and no doubt will next time. Similarly,
doctors will become even more sceptical than usual of reports
in the Sunday Times.
But the Sunday Times is not entirely to blame. All sorts of

people want to get their messages out through the newspapers
for all sorts of reasons, and they may not be as careful as they
should be. Sir Walter Bodmer, the author of a Royal Society
report on the public understanding of science, is reported by
the Sunday Times as describing the discovery as "precisely the
sort of 'holy grail' thousands of scientists throughout the
world have pursued since gene mapping of the body became
possible about five years ago." The article suggests that you
find the gene, identify its product, tailor a drug to block its
action, and "hey presto" asthma is eradicated. "It means,"
said Dr Bridget Ogilvie, director of the Wellcome Trust,
which funded the work, "we can get to the most basic level
of why you get a disease and create designer drugs that will
alter your susceptibility rather than simply tackling the
symptoms."

Sir Walter and Dr Ogilvie both want to raise the profile of
medical research and help find more funds for what they
regard as vital research, but they do nothing for the public
understanding of science by making statements that can be
used to endorse the suggestion that the eradication of genetic
disease is something not much more complicated than Lego.
And they raise among patients expectations of cures that they
will probably not be able to deliver into routine medical
practice for decades.

RICHARD SMITH

Editor, BMJ
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