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Microbiome science needs a 
healthy dose of skepticism

• Can experiments detect 
differences that matter?

• Do studies show causation or 
just correlation?

• What is the mechanism?
• How much reality do the 

experiments reflect?
• Could anything else explain 

the results?
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Misinterpretation and distortion

Domain 
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Our bugs, ourselves

f
Improve gut health for a 
lourishingmicrobiome.

How We Learn About The Microbiome
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Microbiome definition
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Microbial networks 
and interactions

• bacteriome
• archaeome
• mycobiome
• virome
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Methods for assessing microbial functioning
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Misinterpretation and distortion
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Disruption | Breakthroughs | Game Changers!

9Spinning science + overhyped headlines + snarled statistics = readers lead astray
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Like a house built on sand, the 
microbiome (therapy/product/science) 
is no better than the facts upon which 

it is based
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Headlines are not 
the takeaway
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• Headlines often distort scientific
findings and confuse the public

• Faulty headlines, flawed stories 
and puffy PR pieces from research 
institutions are repackaged by 
news aggregators and health and 
lifestyle blogs and these lead to 
even more overhyped headlines 
and misinformation crowding 
social feeds and confusing the 
public

11

12

How scientists speak!
Explain findings in an elevator pitch (10-
sec lay-friendly sound byte) – so a 5th 

grader gets it.

Statistically positive linear trends, risk 
associations, multivariable Cox regression 
analyses, and relative and absolute risk…. 
blah, blah, blah

In English, please!
• WHO are you talking to?

• WHAT 2-3 points do you want to convey?

• WHEN is this relevant?

• WHERE/ WHICH medium are you using?

• WHY should the audience care?

• HOW does this solve something?

Health and science journalists can turn scientific papers into 
understandable news stories for the lay reader
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FINDINGS
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The commercially available 
Lactobacillus strains did not 
improve treatment of 
children diagnosed with 
acute gastroenteritis in the 
United States and Canada.

HEADLINES IN LAY PRESS
• Probiotics not beneficial for children with gastroenteritis. NEJM

Journal Watch
• Probiotics no help to young kids with stomach virus. ScienceDaily
• Probiotics no better than placebo for gastroenteritis. MedScape
• Probiotic disappoints in pediatric acute gastroenteritis.

MedPageToday
• Probiotics show no benefits for pediatric acute gastroenteritis.

Monthly Prescribing Reference
• Probiotics not effective in treatment of gastroenteritis in young 

patients. DocWire News

Study findings and headlines in lay press
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FINDINGS
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• Oral supplement of a 
particular strain of 
Lactobacillus plantarum , 
together with a fructo-
oligosaccharide, 
resulted in significantly 
reduced risk for sepsis 
and infections in the 
lower respiratory tract 
in a clinical trial in India.

HEADLINES IN LAY PRESS
• Probiotic prevents infections in newborns. Nature

• Probiotic bacteria could protect newborns from deadly 
infection. NPR

• Probiotic mix fed to Indian infants cuts newborn sepsis risk 
by 40%. MedScape

• Finally, a large-scale probiotics trial is successful — it 
combats infant sepsis. ZME Science

• Low-cost and life-saving: trial backs symbiotic combination 
to slash sepsis in infants. Nutra Ingredients

Study findings and headlines in lay press
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The higher the balloon, the closer the clinical 
applicability

Promises and challenges

• Not a “one size fits all”
• Heritage | species | geography
• Technical limitations 15
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Suggestion: 5 questions to ask
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• Can experiments detect differences that matter?

• Do studies show causation or just correlation?

• What is the mechanism?

• How much reality do the experiments reflect?

• Could anything else explain the results?

The rewards: healthy guts, nutritious food, clean and sustainable environments
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Solutions and suggestions
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• State the limitations of published studies in nontechnical language
• Subject matter experts provide oversight of lay publications and news 

reports
• Fact checking!
• Independent assessment to vet research findings and potentially 

groundbreaking news
• Scientific communications team

• Multidisciplinary advisory board to review emerging concepts
• Engage professional societies and communicators
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Avoid misinterpretation and distortion to future-proof 
microbiome associated opportunities
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The path to hell 
is paved with the 

best of
intentions…

1919

…the road to good 
intentions is paved 

with plaintiff 
lawyers

Given the emerging role of microbiome 
research in health and disease, responsible 
stewardship is imperative for communicating 
scientific findings and trend data without 
misinterpretation and distortion to prevent 
harm to the public.
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Getting others to understand
History tells us that, beyond 
just making us feel good and  
entertained, storytelling can 
effect change

Buttress your science 
communication with the 
scaffolding of storytelling 

and secure tightly with 
facts that matter

kantha@corvusblue.net 
@kantha
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