
Government scientists “heavily restricted” in
communicating their work, MPs told
Adrian O’Dowd

London

Scientists working in government funded institutes are unable
to speak freely about their work, MPs have been told.
Fiona Fox, chief executive of the Science Media Centre, told
the House of Commons science and technology select
committee’s inquiry into science communication that
government funded scientists were reluctant to speak freely.
“There is a huge commitment from this government to public
engagement, the government office for science, and the
wonderful chief scientist, but I see that in contradiction to the
fact that government scientists are heavily restricted,” Fox told
MPs.
“These are research active scientists that are employed in
government institutes. The reason they are not allowed to speak
freely is because it is assumed that they would be politicised.
“Actually, a lot of these scientists are wonderful, have done
their research for 30 or 40 years, and are very able to just talk
[to journalists] about the evidence and avoid being drawn into
the politics,” she said.
Asked by MPs about public perception and understanding of
science, Fox said that there had been significant levels of public
and media interest in certain issues in recent times, including
human/animal hybrid embryos, mitochondrial donations, and
human genome editing.
However, she had some concerns over reporting of science.
“Myworry is the way that themedia handles conflicts in science.
We’ve had it with statins, with sugar, and recently with a report
on dietary fats.
“I worry when we have a minority group of experts who claim
to have overturned everything we’ve ever known about the
safety of statins or dietary fats, and those claims are given a lot
of prominence in the media when actually those studies are quite
weak,” she said.
Later in the session, MPs asked a panel of witnesses from the
British Science Association and King’s College, London why

there were insufficient numbers of young people choosing to
study science in further and higher education. They pointed to
the ASPIRES study1 carried out by King’s College, London.
The first phase of the ongoing study—a 10 year longitudinal
research project looking at young people’s science and career
aspirations—found that while most young people found school
science interesting, this did not translate into post 16
participation and careers, with only 15% of 10-14 year olds
interested in becoming a scientist.
Louise Archer, professor of sociology of education and chair
of the centre for research in education in science, technology,
and mathematics at King’s College, London, told MPs, “It’s
not that students don’t find science interesting, but our research
suggests that that isn’t enough to make someone think ‘yes, this
is for me, I can continue’.”
“Education is very powerful and [young people] are getting
very strong messages from quite an early age that only the very
brainiest continue with science.
“They have low science capital, so, low understanding of the
wider value of science and they don’t see science as leading to
a whole range of careers.”
Imran Khan, chief executive of the British Science Association,
told MPs, “The lesson from the ASPIRES project is that we’ve
got to get away from this idea in education and throughout the
rest of public life, that [an interest in science is] only for the
brainiest, the nerdiest, and the geeks.
“We have a barrier to connection with science that doesn’t exist
in other fields such as arts, music, politics, or sport. We want
to promote science as a fundamental part of culture and society.”

1 King’s College London. ASPIRES: Young people’s science and career aspirations, age
10-14. 2013. www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/departments/education/research/ASPIRES/ASPIRES-
final-report-December-2013.pdf.
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