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Organization of Talk
 How and why I started doing this 

 Some lessons learnt

 How to get started if this interests you



I. The Why Of It
 There are lots of good reasons people 

engage in the media (enjoyment, profile, 
$$$)

 My own main motivation is impact

 Impact might not be realistic for all fields, 
but it is for health services research/policy



What I learned in my time in Washington



Other Realities
 The most prestigious medical journals 

reach far fewer people than even mid-
range mass media outlets

 Mass media reaches influential audiences 
that journals don’t reach

 Sometimes, mass media is also, oddly 
enough, an easier way to reach one’s 
colleagues than journals



Example of Impact
 Staff of Senator calls “My boss liked your 

last Wonkblog and wants permission to 
use your data charts”

 Family member emails “This medication 
has saved our daughter and we found 
out about it from your article”

 Research calls “I heard you on the radio 
and what you are saying fits with the 
proposal I am writing – could we 
collaborate?”





II. Some lessons learnt
 There are far more people trying to write 

than there are quality outlets

 Yet the voice of scientists is seen as having 
value locally and nationally

 The conventions of writing are utterly 
different in journalism



IIb. Lessons learnt
 Being a good interview is a skill you learn 

from interviewing scientists

 Email/Twitter is the drive by shooting of 
modern life

 Journalists are often interesting to 
scientists



III. How to get started
 Be honest with yourself about your own 

motivations

 Be realistic about your comparative 
advantage and the market

 Don’t be afraid to start small/low-profile

 Maintain separate spheres



A Press Release 
is Not Enough

Austin Frakt
VA Boston Healthcare System



Organization of Talk
 How and why I started writing for lay 

audiences

 Some things I learned along the way

 How to get started



I. Why?
 Lots of good, policy-relevant research 

goes unnoticed

 This bothers me. A lot. 

 What is the point of doing something that 
nobody uses?



The Flawed Academic 
Dissemination Model
We publish a paper
We put out a press release
Maybe, we do a few interviews
We go back to work





Source: Suleski and Ibaraki, Public Understanding of Science 19 (1)



2009:

2012:

2014:



II. Some Lessons
 Timing

 Layers



Timing
Time

Research products and publications

Issues in the public debate



Layers: Contraception’s Cost-Effectiveness

Research literature

Column

Lit review (blog)

Tweets



III. Getting Started
 Read and emulate
 Write every day
 Simplify
 This is hard and will take work





Additional Resources
 A paper in Health Services Research by us and our 

colleagues Aaron Carroll and Harold Pollack about 
academics writing for mass media: 
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1475-
6773.12858

 A video by Aaron Carroll about dissemination of research: 
https://youtu.be/mw9RS4wKctI

 More videos by Austin covering similar material – some 
with greater depth/different emphasis: 
https://theincidentaleconomist.com/wordpress/a-press-
release-is-not-enough-videos/

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1475-6773.12858
https://youtu.be/mw9RS4wKctI
https://theincidentaleconomist.com/wordpress/a-press-release-is-not-enough-videos/


Additional Resources
 An example of how Austin writes Upshot posts, in four 

parts: 

 https://theincidentaleconomist.com/wordpress/how-to-
write-1/

 https://theincidentaleconomist.com/wordpress/how-to-
write-2/

 https://theincidentaleconomist.com/wordpress/how-to-
write-3/

 https://theincidentaleconomist.com/wordpress/how-to-
write-part-4/

https://theincidentaleconomist.com/wordpress/how-to-write-1/
https://theincidentaleconomist.com/wordpress/how-to-write-2/
https://theincidentaleconomist.com/wordpress/how-to-write-3/
https://theincidentaleconomist.com/wordpress/how-to-write-part-4/
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