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AS: Journalists are better at getting to the truth because 
we don’t get hung up on insular conversations aimed at 
showing our peers how clever we are.
LW: Being an academic is like joining a dinner party 
towards the end. You have to contribute something 
new and interesting, building on what has already been 
said. And yes, the conversation can get stuck in a rut, 
so important things—emerging, novel things in the 
world outside—get neglected. But it’s a discipline, and 
the long apprenticeship is necessary if you’re going to 
build on human knowledge, even a tiny bit.

AS: That means that academics are often researching 
yesterday’s issues and problems. Journalists are more 
outward facing—we react more to what’s going on.  
LW: True, journalists can be the canary in the coal-
mine. I pay a lot of attention to journalists working on 
things I’m interested in. But journalists also get stuck 
in ruts and have huge blind spots. The news has a very 
narrow agenda. If we’re honest, neither journalists nor 
academics have a lot to be proud about when it comes 
to questions such as who predicted the financial crash, 
who saw the Islamic State group coming, and who really 
understands either of these or the remedies. And then 
there are the big, complex problems: climate change, 
mental health, obesity, eliminating violence, ending 
poverty. Can journalism help with any of these?  
AS: Actually it can. Environment reporters have been 
covering climate change since long before it was a huge 
public policy issue. Journalists are often the ones who 
go in first. Academics are the crash site investigators, 
slow and painstaking. But we find the accident sites in 
the first place.
LW: Journalism might be the first draft of history, 
but first drafts are always incomplete and often error 
strewn. Academics try hard to eliminate errors, and 
there are severe penalties for making them. Some jour-
nalists just don’t seem to care, and there’s not much 
anyone can do about it. 
AS: I always feel nervous that I’ve never got time to 
triple-check facts or add extra detail to a story. I envy 

academics for the time they have. You’ll dedicate a 
weekend’s reading to backing up a single footnote; we 
don’t have that luxury. 
LW: I admit to some professional envy here. Footnoting 
improves your work and makes it useful for others, but 
it doesn’t half slow you down. Sometimes your story has 
moved on by the time you’ve finished footnoting—oh, 
and throw in another year for publication. 
AS: I’m glad I’m under time pressure. There’s an ethical 
imperative to broadcast what you know, without waiting 
for a more comprehensive picture.

LW: But surely you can’t defend people tak-
ing short-cuts? The national press quite often 
covers research I’m involved with. I’d say that 
about a quarter of the stories are well written 
and researched. Most of the rest just crib from 
these. Many—even in the ‘quality’ press—man-
gle the story completely. They blithely print the 

opposite of the truth, especially if this makes the story 
seem more interesting or controversial, or panders to 
readers. Where are the ethics in that? And where’s the 
accountability? 
AS: Fair cop. We’re incentivised to be fast and noisy, and 
sometimes dirty. Academics might slant things, but it’s 
rare that they make blatant and deliberate, or even just 
sloppy, errors. You can afford to be boring. We have to 
grab our readers’ attention. That makes us better writ-
ers, by the way. 
LW: I do admire your ability to whittle a story down to 
the essentials, to see the wood for the trees. Academics 
are having to learn how to do that more, and that’s 
a good thing. But let’s focus on professional ethics, 
because where journalism applies that can seem like 
an oxymoron. You’re even more precious than us about 
your ‘liberty’, but it’s difficult to imagine that a research 
group, let alone department, could ever become as sys-
temically corrupt as the News of The World did. And yet 
you’re so resistant to regulation. Don’t you think you 
could learn something from academics here? There are 
people who will cut corners to get on in any profession, 
but we have ethics committees, and various procedures 
for minimising that likelihood. 
AS: I can defend my own ethical record, but it’s true 
that some people have refused to speak to me because 
they’ve had run-ins with, or just a fear of, journalists. 
But in theory at least, a reporter’s first loyalty is to the 
readers (or listeners or viewers), not the people he or 
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reporters have to grab our readers’ attention. 
That makes us better writers.’ Adam Smith
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she is reporting on. That makes some journalists pretty 
fearless. We don’t care too much who gets hurt—even 
if it’s the people we’re reporting on. Sometimes that’s 
extremely important; it might mean exposing a cabinet 
minister engaged in a cover-up. Public interest is our 
top criterion. 
LW: Is that right, though? It can make reporters ruthless 
and unkind. You’ll turn up on a grieving mum’s doorstep 
and ask prying questions about her murdered daughter. 
At least academics are fair to the people whose stories 
they’re telling, or whose bodies or minds they are trying 
to understand. Academics’ first loyalty is to their sub-
jects—informed consent is a pillar of research practice, 
and rightly so. Many academics see their job as being to 
represent their subjects, ameliorate suffering, or even 
advocate on a group’s behalf. 
AS: Maybe you have too rosy a view of the research pro-
cess. Academics often put the good of their subjects 
above the truth. Ethics committees teach them they can 
only publish things if subjects have consented and will 
not suffer harm. This can be stifling, because research 
participants may not want the truth to come out. And 
you always anonymise subjects—doesn’t that make them 
less likely to tell the truth? 
LW: You’ve got a point. We rely on you to get in there 
and do the unethical research that we, quite rightly, 
wouldn’t get permission to do. 
AS: You’re also working in a different 
environment. Not all journalists have the 
time to be painstaking—I’ve got friends 
who have to publish eight stories a day. 
They can’t dig deep so they end up par-
roting political or commercial spin. Most 
journalists work for commercial organisa-
tions, and power is moving ever further up 
the hierarchy. Academics have more con-
trol over their work, and more money sloshing around. 
LW: This is changing because of pressures from funders 
and the government. Maybe we’re in danger of import-
ing some of the worst norms of journalism: the rush to 
publish, the fear of being scooped, and increased com-
petition and commercialism. I’m picking up a low hum of 
unease in some research communities, certainly in the 
natural sciences, about lack of replicability and growth 
in scientific fraud. Perhaps academics have a more ethi-
cal approach because we’ve resisted the sorts of pressure 
that journalists face—so far.
AS: But you outsource your ethics to a committee of 
strangers before you begin your field work. I carry my 
ethics into every story.
LW: I agree that in always looking for ethics committee 
approval there’s a danger that we forget to be critically 
responsible ourselves. 
AS: It’s better to internalise good ethics from training 
and seniors. Good editors have pushed me to defend my 

stories. This gives me the freedom to investigate without 
an ethics bureaucracy. 
LW: I think academics are becoming increasingly aware 
of the danger of seeing research ethics as just a form-
filling chore, a compliance issue—something external 
to the whole business of doing research rather than an 
integral part of it. 
AS: That’s also pretty cumbersome. Perhaps there’s an 
ethical issue about how much your research costs.
LW: But the prize is worth it: more accurate, more com-
prehensive truth.
AS: Nice work if you can get it. Professors don’t have to 
worry about their salary and pension. We have to go out 
there, get good stories and sell them. 
LW: We don’t actually have money raining down into 
our upturned palms. We spend a lot of time writing grant 
proposals that have a one-in-ten chance of getting 
funded. Some people work for six or twelve months on a 
proposal, only for it to be turned down. 
AS: That does seem like an enormous waste of brainpow-
er. But it keeps the quality high.
LW: I think we need to face a question we’ve been cir-
cling around: whose job makes it harder to publish the 
truth, yours or mine?
AS: I’d say that either profession can find the truth out 
about a lot of things, though academics usually have an 
easier time getting people to open up. 

LW: But who then finds it easiest to publish the truth 
they have uncovered? If it’s at all controversial or 
 complicated, I’d say that academics have it much easier. 
I envy journalists their freedom, but in terms of getting 
it out there, it’s easier for us. 
AS: But where is out there—in a paper that no-one cites? 
My outlets reach more people than yours, and more 
quickly. I just wish the format of journalism would allow 
me to tell complicated stories more often. Maybe psy-
chologists should conduct a study of professional envy. 
LW: A journalist would report the findings as: “Scientists 
discover grass always greener on other side.” An aca-
demic would say: “More research is needed.” 
More to say? Email comment@ResearchResearch.com

Linda Woodhead is a professor of sociology of religion 
at Lancaster University and a member of council at the 
Economic and Social Research Council. Adam Smith is 
Research Fortnight’s senior reporter.

‘Academics are in danger of importing the worst 
norms from journalism: the rush to publish, the 

fear of being scooped, and increased competition 
and commercialism.’ Linda Woodhead


