Interview with Dr. Petroc Sumner: Q & A
Q: Tell us a bit about your research and how you became interested in visual perception and action.
“I started out actually being a colour vision person. I did my PhD partly in Uganda looking at color vision
in primates and also had experimental studies going on in the lab, and they were quite different. When I
got to the end of my PhD I had to make this decision to do one or the other so I stuck with the human
stuff, and that’s when I went to Imperial. At Imperial we met Masud Husain and others who got me
more interested in the action decision side of things compared to the perceptual side of things.”
Q: How did you first get involved with science communication in the media, was there an experience
that motivated you to begin looking into this issue?
“At first, probably anger and frustration. The experience was one of our own papers getting completely
misinterpreted and completely distorted. That was around the time of the riots in 2011. We were quite
naive then. We didn’t know much about the relationship between scientists and the press, and we
happened to have written up this paper about impulsivity. It was a spectroscopy study, relating GABA
spectroscopy to impulsivity measures. It was just a simple correlation, we didn’t really know exactly
what it meant but it was worth reporting. The university issued a press release on it, which in retrospect
we probably should have had a little bit more control over. It came out during the week of the riots,
which was a really bad thing but it never occurred to us that it was in any way related. Suddenly all the
newspapers were saying, “Scientists say brain chemical causes rioting” and we were like, “No we don’t!”
(laughs) And once the story is out it completely goes viral, it goes around the world. Daily Mail and The
Sun were the main ones.”
Q: What were the actual findings that then got completely skewed?
“The actual finding was that the spectroscopy measure of GABA in a region of frontal cortex was higher
in people who also scored higher on impulsivity questionnaires.”
Q: And of course that directly relates to forming riots...
“Directly! (laughs) You can see where they went with that, but it’s only a correlation and there is no
evidence as far as I know that the kind of impulse that we were measuring is in any way involved in riots.
It’s just the word “impulsivity” is associated I guess.
So we wrote to the newspapers and we complained to the Press Complaints Commission and we very
quickly realized that this has no effect at all. We wrote a few articles for The Guardian and got involved
in the whole science and the media debate, which was very polarized. It was very clear that there were
journalists and media people on one side, pure scientists on the other.

We thought to ourselves, ‘This is going nowhere. This is not going to help at all. Where is the evidence?’
And we were quite surprised to find that there was really no good evidence about where things were
going wrong or even how much was going wrong, or if people were picking on really rare occurrences.
Everybody was casting blame upon everybody else.
We want to try and make the debate evidence-based rather than opinion-based. We also thought we’ve
got to be humble and put our own houses in order first, so we need to focus on what happens at the
university level before we start saying anything about journalists. We’re never going to change what
journalists do, if especially all we do is attack them.”
Q: What will it take to overcome the communication gap between science and journalism?
“I think evidence is part of it, but evidence won’t be the whole solution, certainly. You’ll need some
motivation. It’s almost like you’d have to change the competition, so the competition is not ‘let’s get as
many sexy stories in the newspaper as possible’ but the competition is ‘let’s be accurate and not be the
people who are most accused of misrepresentation.’”
Q: Who do you think is responsible, or should be responsible, for taking control of that?
“Our hope is to improve press releases in some way, since that is the entry point. I guess the way to
improve press releases is to try to make the people who release them concerned more about accuracy
than about exposure. At the moment, the focus is all on how many press releases get news stories, but
not how accurate those news stories are. If you can change that so that it actually becomes better not to
get a news story than to get an inaccurate news story, then people might be more cautious. But that will
only change I guess if people are actually picking people up for it. If Cardiff University gets a really bad
reputation for always releasing misleading press releases then they’ll be motivated to change it.”
Q: Would you say that there should be some sort of legislation for journalists to have the scientists
actually proofread what they’ve written before they are allowed to publish?
“Credibility is more undermined by getting things wrong than by the distance from the source. Distance
from the source is important, but first you’ve got to actually be trusted. Trust can be undermined in two
ways: one by telling lies, and one by being too close to your source and being accused of bias. In science
reporting, the bigger problem is just people get it wrong.”
Q: To what extent are reports in micromedia (Twitter, blogs, Facebook) affecting this whole issue as
well?
“I think it definitely affects it from the point of view of: everything becomes shorter. You often have a
problem with that. I don’t know how much people realize--we never realized this a year ago--but the
headline of an article is very often not written by the person who writes the article, it’s written by some
other sub-editor. That happened to our own article, too. The headline that we got taken to task for

wasn’t really written by us! The headline is what gets condensed down the most, and it is often the most
misleading thing…and it’s the headline that goes on Twitter, Facebook, etc. So that’s the problem with
it.”
Q: What recommendations do you have for future neuroscientists in terms of avoiding bad translation
of science?
“I think it’s easy to say people just need to take more responsibility. The most common answer we met
from fellow scientists when we were getting our heads up about our bad science news exposure was,
‘Why do you care? It’s only the news, news will always get things wrong, it’s none of our business really,
just laugh about it.’ We thought that on the one hand, yes, but on the other hand, that’s just shirking
responsibility. It is ultimately potentially our fault if we don’t make sure our press releases aren’t
misleading. I think a lot of scientists, us included previously, were basically using the excuse that it
wasn’t our job to do that.”
Q: To rephrase what you were saying about responsibility, would you say that it’s important for
prominent neuroscientists to translate their findings from scientific journal terminology to more
accessible terms, in order to ameliorate the situation and make it easier for journalists to translate to
media?
“Yes, if they are asked to. It’s not our job to make absolutely everything we discover amenable to the lay
public because a lot of things we do are simply not interesting. But as soon as you get a situation where
somebody has expressed interest, then I think you have to take it really seriously. I think too often we
don’t properly check for press releases that go out based on the work.”
Q: What do you think are the key components to good communication?
“In a sense, the press offices are trained in this. They will tell you if what you’re trying to say is
understandable or not. They will tell you all the standard things, like go for the big picture and not the
small caveats, but you have to also have the confidence to say to them, ‘That’s not a small caveat, that’s
an absolutely fundamental caveat to the interpretation of this.’ Otherwise they will say, ‘That’s a small
detail, that’s not important to the big picture.’ So the scientist needs to stand up for what is the big
picture and think to themselves carefully about the big picture.”
Q: You recently wrote that replication is the only solution to scientific fraud. What do you think we, as
scientists, need to do in order to have a successful and thriving career but also remain ethically and
morally intact? Do you think science will ever recover from this “crisis in replication”?
“I think it will. There will always be a tendency to value novel or ‘sexy’ findings over run-of-the-mill
findings, but I think psychology especially is going through a bit of a self-reflecting crisis. There are lots of
papers coming out all the time about numbers of unreplicated studies or false positive rates. It’s become
a hot topic for people to do this kind of meta-analysis of science, whereas it used to be something that

was published in obscure places and nobody cared about it. Just raising the profile of scientific
misdemeanors that people do all the time, basically getting their stats wrong. The p values written in a
lot of papers are not the real p values because people have done things during their analysis that then
violate the assumptions, such as dodgy outlier rejection or something that makes that p value not
actually really representative of the chance that this happened by chance. In fact a guy from Holland
recently gave a talk on this and his results were quite staggering. He wrote to all of these people to ask
for their data, which normally you’re asked to keep for a number of years upon publishing, and only 20%
wrote back, and this is after he repeatedly requested. Lots of people either do not keep their data or are
not willing to release their data. Either that’s because they know they’ve done something slightly dodgy
in the analysis or their data is in a disorganized form and not easy to release, which could also cause
them to make mistakes and makes it impossible to check, makes replications and meta-analysis difficult.
So I think that needs to change.”
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