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 Is there anything (or any-      	
  one) to back up this claim

?
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 Could there be another  
  explanation? 

7
 W

ho cares?

If there’s one thing scientists agree on it’s the need 
for reproducibility. For one person’s research to 
be believable, others m

ust be able to produce the 
sam

e result. Has anyone confirm
ed the research? 

The newer and stranger the result, the greater the 
burden of proof.

Som
etim

es, it’s not the research m
ethods or the 

data that’s flawed, but the interpretation of the 
data. It’s hum

an nature to see what we’re looking 
for—

whether it’s there or not—
and to not see 

what we’re not looking for.

Science happens in a social context, and that 
context determ

ines whether research happens at 
all, whether and how the results are m

ade public, 
and m

ost im
portantly, the “spin” those results get 

in the m
edia. Never take headlines or sound bites at 

face value. There’s alm
ost always m

ore to the story. 2 W
ho

 s
ay

s?
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Ho
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 Th
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or
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tio
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 is
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tte
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lie
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A s

ys
tem

at
ic 

err
or

 is 
a fl

aw
 in

 a 
de

vic
e o

r m
et

ho
d t

ha
t s

ke
ws

 al
l th

e 
da

ta
. A

n u
nc

on
tro

lle
d v

ar
iab

le 
is 

a f
ac

to
r t

ha
t in

flu
-

en
ce

s r
es

ult
s, 

bu
t h

as
n’t

 be
en

 ta
ke

n i
nt

o a
cco

un
t.

1 W
ha

t’s
 th

e 
cl

ai
m

?
St

ar
t b

y fi
gu

rin
g o

ut
 ex

ac
tly

 w
ha

t t
he

 cl
aim

 is
, a

s 
we

ll a
s w

ha
t i

t i
sn

’t.
 Ke

ep
 in

 m
ind

 th
at

 co
rre

lat
ion

 
isn

’t c
au

sa
tio

n. 
Co

rre
lat

ion
 is

 w
he

n t
wo

 th
ing

s 
ch

an
ge

 to
ge

th
er

—
bu

t t
he

 ch
an

ge
 co

uld
 be

 du
e 

to
 ch

an
ce

, o
r t

o a
n u

nk
no

wn
 fa

cto
r. C

au
sa

tio
n i

s a
 

cle
ar

 ca
us

e-
an

d-
eff

ec
t r

ela
tio

ns
hip

.

Can You Believe It?
7

 Q
uestions to A

sk about A
ny Scientific Claim

W
e’re all constantly confronted with scientific facts and 

factoids. Claim
s about household products, technology, 

m
edicine, and even politics often com

e steeped in the 
presum

ed authority of scientific research. How can we 
non-experts decide what to believe? These 7 questions 
will help you separate science fact from

 science fiction.
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