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Suggestion to the Leveson Inquiry on Culture, Practice and Ethics 
of the Press

Barry Turner, Senior Lecturer, University of Lincoln

I am  an academ ic at the U niversity  o f  Lincoln; m y area o f  w ork  is sp read  across journalism  and  
b iom edical science. 1 m ain ly  teach  in journalism  b u t 1 a lso  contribute to  teach in g  on  a BSc 
B iom edical Science Course.

On the journalism  sid e  1 teach  ab ou t the rep ortin g  o f  health  issu es  in  the m ed ia  am on g other  
things. 1 have a good  few  years exp erien ce  o f  research  in m edical eth ics and law  and o f m edical 
research  m eth od o logy  and 1 am  at p resen t c lo se ly  fo llow in g  the issu es  arising ou t o f  journalism  
ethics.

In m y academ ic w ork  1 exam ine the quality o f  stories in the p ress and broad cast m ed ia  by  
tracing back the sou rces through the sc ien ce  m agazin es as is o ften  the case to  the sc ien tis ts  and  
sc ien ce  journals w h ere  th ey  originated. My o w n  exp erien ce  te lls  m e th a t th is  p ro cess  very  often  
lead s to  h igh ly  d isto rted  p ress  coverage o f  certain  d isea ses  and m edical in terven tion s. This is 
so m etim es the resu lt o f  an inab ility  o f  jou rn alists to  u n d erstan d  scien tific  p ro cesse s  or 
occasion a lly  a con seq u en ce  o f  a m ed ia  o b se sse d  by sen sa tio n a lism  and exp oses. In m any cases  
the signal lack o f accuracy and in m any cases journalistic  resp o n sib ility  is lead in g  to  a 
d issem in ation  o f p oor quality and o ften  dangerous reporting.

1 have no d ou b t th at the effect o f  p ress  coverage has an effect in several areas:

• Increasing d em an d s for m edical in terven tion s th at in som e cases m ay b e u n n ecessary
• Causing stress  and anxiety  in  p opulations, itse lf  a m ajor cause o f  ill health
• Creating m oral p an ics ab ou t both  d isea se  in cid en ce and m atters o f  con fid en ce in health  

care p rov ision
• In extrem e cases cau sin g  lifesty le  changes in  vu lnerable p op u lation s th at m ay be  

hazardous to  health.

There is a m arked higher quality  o f  m edical rep ortin g  in broad cast m ed ia  w h en  com pared  to  
th at in print. W ith the excep tion  o f the quality  p ress  esp ecia lly  th e  Guardian w h o se  m edical 
rep ortin g  is level h ead ed  and p roperly  research ed  m o st o f  the purported  health  coverage in  the  
tab lo id s is o f  very  bad quality. Poor quality  reporting  on  health  is an eth ical issue.

The Social Issu es R esearch Centre in  p artnersh ip  w ith  the Royal In stitu tion  p rod u ced  in 
Septem ber 2 0 0 0  rule o f  thum b gu id elin es on  public in terest w h en  reporting sc ien ce  and health. 
This very  sim p le to  un d erstan d  code o f  practice go es as fo llow s. You are a jou rn alist reporting  
on health  research, yo u  have a close  relative w h o  is su ffering  from  the con d ition  you  are about 
to  rep ort on; your story  is likely  to  be th e  m ain sou rce o f  in form ation  on  the su b ject se e n  by  
your relative. W ould you  be com fortable w ith  a close  relative read ing  th is story? As sim ple as 
th at m essa g e  is to  u n d erstan d  and apply it  is a lm o st u n iversa lly  ign ored  by e lem en ts  o f  the  
tab lo id  m edia.
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I w ou ld  p rop ose  to  the L eveson  Inquiry th at th is rule o f  thum b be en co m p a ssed  into any  
regulatory fram ew ork  recom m en d ed  for the future regu lation  o f p ress  ethics.

S ta tem en t o f  Truth

I b elieve  th e  facts sta ted  in  th is w itn ess  sta tem en t are true.

Signed

Date. 1 2 /0 4 /1 2
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