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Abstract
It is perhaps uncontroversial to claim that behavioral science research is playing an increas-
ingly important role in practice. However, practitioners largely rely onmedia reports rather
than original research articles to learn about the science. Do these media reports contain
all the information needed to understand the nuances of the research? To assess this ques-
tion, we develop a set of rubrics to evaluate the fidelity of the media report to the original
research article. As an illustration, we apply these rubrics to a sample of media reports
based on several research articles published in one journal and identify common patterns,
trends, and pitfalls in media presentations. We find preliminary evidence of low fidelity in
presenting participant characteristics, contextual elements, and limitations of the original
research. The media also appear to misreport correlational evidence as causal and some-
timesmiss acknowledging the hypothetical nature of evidence when hypothetical scenarios
were used as the sole basis of conclusions. Furthermore, themedia often present broad con-
clusions and personal opinions as directly backed by scientific evidence. To support more
discerning consumption of behavioral insights from media sources, we propose a checklist
to guide practitioners in evaluating and using information from media sources.

Keywords: behavioral interventions; behavioral science; knowledge translation; media reports; reporting
fidelity

Academic research in the behavioral sciences has taken on an increasingly important
role in practice in recent years (Thaler and Sunstein, 2021). Behavioral units in govern-
ment agencies, for-profit corporations, and non-profit organizations are using insights
from the behavioral sciences to develop behavior change interventions that have ben-
efited millions of individuals worldwide and resulted in successful business outcomes
(Hubble and Varazzani, 2023). The growing adoption of behavioral insights has also
meant that practitioners need to stay informed about the latest research. However, the
path from research to application is not as straightforward as one might assume. A
recent survey showed that only 41% of practitioners read original research articles,
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while the remaining majority rely on media reports, such as social media, popular
press articles, and podcasts (collectively referred to as media reports; 49%), or other
non-academic sources (10%) to learn about behavioral science research (Yu and Feng,
2024). This heavy reliance on media for consuming scientific findings raises questions
about the validity of the knowledge transfer process and the fidelity of the reporting.
If interventions are going to be science-based, it is imperative that designers of those
interventions get the nuances of the science right!

In this article, we aim to accomplish four main objectives. First, we make the case
for why we – as behavioral public policy scientists – need to study how our work
gets translated by the media and consumed by practitioners. Second, we introduce
a set of rubrics grounded in theory and practice to evaluate how the media presents
behavioral research findings. Third, we illustrate the use of the rubrics by conducting
a thorough evaluation of a small sample of research articles published in the journal
Natural Human Behaviour (NHB) to provide some preliminary evidence about media
representations of scientific knowledge. Finally, we propose a checklist that can serve
as a decision-support tool to guide practitioners in their consumption of knowledge
from media sources.

Fidelity of media reporting – why does it matter?
The role of media reporting in the political economy of science
Research findings in behavioral science are part of a larger system that encompasses the
political economy of science. This system involves the production of knowledge based
on scientific research, the transmission of such knowledge to potential stakeholders –
policymakers, practitioners, and members of the general public as opinion influencers
and voters – and the use of such findings as evidence to support policymaking (Crowley
et al., 2021;Hjort et al., 2021; Briscese andList, 2024; Toma andBell, 2024; Stefano et al.,
2024). In this system, researchers conduct studies, and media reporters communicate
the findings to the public and practitioners, shaping beliefs, trust, and support of the
general public, and influencing policy decisions (Briscese and List, 2024; Toma and
Bell, 2024). Media reports serve as a crucial link, providing quick access to the latest
scientific developments for those who may not engage with original research articles.
Therefore, research evidence and the parties involved in its dissemination play not only
an isolated role in evaluating how an intervention works in a given setting but also a
supportive role in helping both policymakers and the public make informed decisions
on how interventions can be adopted, maintained, and scaled up (Stefano et al., 2024).

The media that reports scientific findings shapes the public’s understanding of
the relevance and limitations of scientific findings. When media reports omit crucial
details and present research findings as universally applicable, practitioners may be
misled into applying interventions in contexts where they are less likely to be effec-
tive (List, 2022). Such misinformation not only leads to costly failures but also erodes
both the practitioner’s and the public’s trust in behavioral science, reducing the moti-
vation to implement evidence-based strategies in the long run (Mažar and Soman,
2022). Moreover, inaccuracies in media reports can lead to persistent misconceptions
and biased beliefs among the public, which could, in turn, influence public acceptance
of policies even though they may be beneficial to society (Stefano et al., 2024). The
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consequences of low-fidelity media reporting can be far-reaching, as public opinion
and trust in science play a crucial role in the political economy of science.

Contextual sensitivity of behavioral science research
As we pointed out earlier, media reports provide practitioners with quick access to the
latest scientific developments, but there is a risk of practitionersmisapplying these find-
ings due to a simplistic understanding of the research. This would not be a problem in
an ideal world in which themedia report comprehensively describes the nuances of the
original research, equipping practitioners to judge the applicability of findings to their
contexts. In reality, however, media reports are designed to captivate the audience’s
attention by presenting newsworthy content. They often simplify complex research,
focusing on large and important questions, and offer simple and quick ‘takeaway’ solu-
tions (Kuehn and Lingwall, 2016). In this simplification process, the nuances of the
original research may unintentionally be lost.

The effectiveness of behavioral interventions is particularly susceptible to contex-
tual nuances. Recent work has shown that changes in context and target population
can render previously successful interventions ineffective elsewhere (List, 2020; Yang
et al., 2023). Consider the use of frameworks and guiding principles that distill multi-
ple ideas to help practitioners design interventions; for example, the EAST framework
proposed by the Behavioral Insights Team (Behavioral Insights Team, 2014). This
framework suggests that to promote positive behavioral change, we should make the
desired behavior Easy, make the anticipated reward Attractive, harness the power of
Social influence, and nudge at the right Timing when people are receptive (i.e., be
Timely). Each of these principles holds up well in some demonstrations, but specific
interventions may work or not work, depending on what context it is translated to.

For example, while simplifying information can enhance engagement by reducing
the cost of information processing, Shah et al. (2024) found that simplifying pension
statements could backfire and lead to lower voluntary retirement saving contributions
when the simplification drew attention to the fund’s low performance. Notably, people
did not switch to better-performing investment agents (in that case, the simplifica-
tion would have still improved the financial return of the individual investors, despite
reducing revenue for the underperforming agents) because of the transaction costs
involved; instead, the individual investors disengaged and reduced their total contri-
butions. Here, the contextual factors of low fund performance and the transaction costs
of switching conspired to create a context in which the ‘Easy’ principle backfired.

Similarly, increasing the attractiveness of the anticipated reward appears to be a
bulletproof strategy to increase the behavior. However, the implementation of this
attractiveness principle is highly sensitive to context and population differences inwhat
is considered an ‘attractive’ benefit. Shah et al. (2023) found that framing savings as a
way to secure one’s family’s future increased retirement contributions, but this inter-
vention backfired for younger people who did not have a family (e.g., those under the
age of 28).

The well-known social-norming technique, widely adopted by Opower in the
United States to reduce household energy consumption, was cost-effective despite a
voltage dropwhen scaled up fromproof-of-concept studies to the community level (see
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Schultz et al., 2007; Allcott, 2011). However, in Germany, where baseline energy con-
sumption was lower, the effect size and cost-effectiveness of social-norming dropped
considerably (Andor et al., 2020). This highlights the importance of considering base-
line behaviors and cultural differences when implementing interventions in different
contexts. Notably, the effectiveness of social norming can vary even when the behavior
being targeted serves the same social purpose. For instance, while both the reduc-
tion of household energy consumption and carbon offsetting fall under the broader
domain of conservation behaviors, they involve different psychological considerations
and barriers. When the social-norming technique, successful in reducing household
energy consumption, was applied to carbon offsetting, it did not appear to drive pos-
itive behavioral change (Carattini et al., 2024). This can be attributed to the lack of
a widespread descriptive norm for carbon offsetting, unlike the established norm to
reduce household energy consumption. So, even though these behaviors all work
toward the same goal of conservation, the effectiveness of social norming as an inter-
vention may vary due to the distinct nature of each behavior and the psychological
factors at play.

Reaching people at the right time when they are receptive can also be tricky. While
it may be easy to find the right timing to remind people to wash their hands (e.g.,
after using the toilet), determining the optimal timing for the ‘Teaching at the Right
Level’ (TaRL) pedagogical approach has proven challenging (Banerjee et al., 2017).
TaRL worked well in summer camps but faced resistance from teachers and parents
when implemented during the regular school year due to their emphasis on covering
the grade-level curriculum.

The ‘Timely’ principle goes beyond just the ‘when’ aspect of an intervention; it
emphasizes delivering interventions when people are most receptive. Receptiveness
can be influenced by factors such as an individual’s stage of life, their decision-
making process, or their level of interest in the topic at a given time. Policymakers
often cannot individualize the timing for each recipient and instead deliver inter-
ventions as a one-time initiative. In such situations, the focus shifts to identifying
and targeting the most receptive segment of the population who happen to be
at the right timing at the time of intervention delivery. Therefore, at the imple-
mentation level, the ‘timely’ principle may also involve segmentation and targeting
considerations.

The backfiring of the attractive family-future benefit discussed earlier (Shah et al.,
2023) might be the case of an intervention that hit the group below the age of
28 at the wrong time (before they had a family). Carattini et al.’s (2024) study on
increasing interest in peer-to-peer solar contracts illustrates the intricate relationship
between timing and audience targeting. The researchers launched a Facebook cam-
paign aimed at promoting these contracts by showcasing shareable green reports that
made pro-environmental behaviors more socially visible. Initially, the campaign effec-
tively engaged the target audience on Facebook, increasing click-through interest by
up to 30%. However, as the campaign continued, it began to reach a broader and less
interested audience, leading to a decline in effectiveness.This illustrates how the impact
of the same intervention can vary over time as it reaches different segments of the
population.
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While we may be able to conceptually describe an intervention technique (be it
simplification, social norming, or message framing) and follow frameworks as guid-
ing principles, the ‘nuances’ in the context can often interact with an intervention and
change the final outcome. These examples highlight the pitfalls of simple frameworks
(see also Soman, 2017) as well as the importance of considering contextual factors,
cultural differences, heterogeneity, and timing when designing and implementing
behavioral interventions.

We do not expect media reports to cover and discuss such nuances in detail, as
it may be impractical or even impossible to do so, but the omission of even the most
basic details on participant characteristics, the population that was targeted by the trial,
the physical environment, and the timing of the intervention may lead practitioners
to overestimate the generalizability of research findings. As previously discussed, the
consequences of low-fidelity media reporting can have far-reaching impacts on the
political economy of science. Given the importance of the media reporting fidelity,
we introduce a set of rubrics to evaluate how the media presents behavioral research
findings. These rubrics aim to assess the accuracy, completeness, and contextual rel-
evance of media reports. Next, we discuss the considerations involved in developing
these rubrics.

Rubrics development
We developed rubrics to assess the fidelity of media reports by integrating two estab-
lished instruments: (a) The Consolidated Standards of Reporting Trial (CONSORT;
Schulz et al., 2010) for measuring objective accuracy, and (b) Chang’s (2015) typology
of scientific perception of research news for assessing subjective accuracy.

The CONSORT Statement is a set of recommendations for reporting randomized
controlled trials (RCTs) that standardizes the way scientists report research findings
(Schulz et al., 2010). It emphasizes objective and transparent reporting of trials, facil-
itating the scientific community’s evaluation and interpretation of research designs.
We use the CONSORT Statement for developing items that assess objective accuracy,
including details such as how, when, and where an intervention was conducted and to
whom the intervention applied.

Chang’s (2015) typology of scientific perception of research news was developed
to look into how often health research is misrepresented in the news by doing things
like overemphasizing on how unique a study is and overgeneralizing findings. This
typology served as the basis for creating items in our rubrics that assess subjective
accuracy, including the interpretations of research findings and their implications.

In addition to these established instruments, we incorporated insights from work
completed by members of a large international consortium of behavioral scientists
and practitioners called the Behaviorally InformedOrganizations partnership (BI.Org)
(Soman andYeung, 2021;Mažar and Soman, 2022; Soman, 2024).The resulting rubrics
comprised 10 key dimensions for evaluating the fidelity of media reports:

Evidence type: correlational versus causal
Mistaking correlational evidence as causal can lead to costly consequences, including
financial losses or loss of life. For example, marketers’ belief that higher advertising
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spending drives platform sales has resulted in a waste of approximately USD 50million
per year on eBay (Luca and Bazerman, 2021). In healthcare, the unwarranted con-
viction linking vaccination and autism has fueled potent anti-vaccination sentiments,
leading to strong resistance to immunization, even during urgent times such as the
COVID-19 pandemic.

The first dimension of our rubrics assesses the fidelity of media articles in pre-
senting the type of evidence as correlational versus causal. It was not uncommon
for media reports to misrepresent the relationship (correlational vs. causal) between
variables. For example, a third of UK health research press releases make causal
claims based on correlational evidence, give exaggerated advice, or extrapolate ani-
mal research to humans (Sumner et al., 2014). About half of the health sections
of US, UK, and Canada editions of Google News from July 2013 to January 2014
claimed causal effects despite non-randomized study designs (Haneef et al., 2015).
Given the prevalence of mistaking correlational evidence as causal, our rubrics assess
the fidelity of media articles in presenting the type of evidence as correlational versus
causal.

The attitude/belief–intention–behavior hierarchy
When the original research measures outcomes that are attitudes/beliefs or intentions
instead of actual behaviors, the findings have limited practical applicability as theymay
not reflect real-world behaviors. One of the best examples is perhaps the recurring
pattern of unfulfilled New Year’s resolutions, where despite sincere intentions, goals
often remain unmet. The consequences of the intention–behavior gap extend beyond
personal aspirations and influence societal sustainability. For example, while young
consumers claim to support ethical consumption, the market share of sustainable
organic food and fair-trade products remains disproportionately low, often accounting
for less than 1% (Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006).

Given the differences in the practical relevance of attitudinal measures, intentions,
and behavioral measures, our rubrics assess the fidelity of media reporting of research
outcomes along the attitude/belief–intention–behavior hierarchy.

The use of hypothetical scenarios as the sole basis of conclusions
Research in behavioral social science and cognitive neuroscience has identified dif-
ferences in brain activities and behavioral responses when comparing hypothetical
versus real-life decision-making scenarios (Camerer andMobbs, 2017). Research find-
ings from studies based on hypothetical scenarios – where participants were asked
to imagine themselves in a hypothetical situation, facing a hypothetical intervention,
and/or providing a hypothetical response – may not translate directly to real-life sit-
uations. Gandhi et al. (2024) evaluated 20 pre-registered experiments involving over
15,000 participants and found that hypothetical interventions often yield misleading
estimates of real behavior change, cautioning against constructing hypothetical sce-
narios to assess behavioral interventions. Our rubrics assess whether media reports
acknowledge it when the original scientific research uses hypothetical scenarios as the
sole basis for conclusion.

https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2025.5 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2025.5


Behavioural Public Policy 7

Participant characteristics
Most research published in leading journals concerning human psychology and behav-
ior has relied on sampling WEIRD (Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and
democratic) populations. Statistically, 96% of studies aiming to construct theory use
empirical data from participants who come from countries representing a small frac-
tion of the world’s population, approximately 12% (Rad et al., 2018). Race, for example,
plays a critical role in awide range of psychological phenomena and behavioral tenden-
cies (Roberts and Rizzo, 2021). Fromneural activity to overt behavior, frommemory to
religious cognition, and from auditory and visual processing to executive functioning,
race influences how individuals perceive, interpret, and respond to the world around
them (Roberts et al., 2020). Similarly, cultures and demographic variables such as age,
gender, and socioeconomic status profoundly influence howpeople think, develop, and
navigate the social world (Brislin, 1993; Pinquart and Sörensen, 2000; Deeks et al.,
2009). Several examples discussed earlier (Shah et al., 2023, 2024; Carattini et al.,
2024) demonstrated the effectiveness of an intervention varies depending on partici-
pant characteristics and are not repeated here.These examples illustrate the importance
of understanding the target audience for behavioral interventions and highlight the
sensitivity of intervention effectiveness to the characteristics of the recipients. With a
growing effort to design behavioral interventions for citizens in less developed coun-
tries, who fall outside the typical WEIRD populations, this understanding becomes
even more vital. Therefore, our rubrics assess the extent to which media reports
accurately present information on participant characteristics.

Elements of context
Human behavior does not occur in a vacuum; it adapts to the circumstances in which
it occurs. Context is a multidimensional construct that includes factors such as inter-
vention features, timing, physical environment, and social environment (Yang et al.,
2023). Changes in these factors influence behaviors even when the recipient popula-
tion remains the same. When information about the context is not reported in media
articles, practitioners cannot make informed judgments about the applicability of an
intervention for their own context. Moreover, the absence of such information may
lead to the assumption that interventions are universally applicable, increasing the
likelihood of their use in untested situations (List, 2022).

Davis et al. (2015) reviewed 82 theories of behavior and behavior change across
the social and behavioral sciences and emphasized the importance of broadening
perspectives. They advocated for moving beyond a sole focus on individual capabili-
ties and motivations when understanding the theoretical underpinnings of behavioral
interventions. They encouraged a more holistic approach that considers contextual
variables, such as social and environmental factors, to enhance the effectiveness of
behaviorally informed interventions and drive meaningful and sustainable changes.
If contextual variables are crucial for forming theories about human behavior that
can inform the development of more effective behavioral interventions, media reports
should also convey this essential information.

Given these considerations, our rubrics evaluate the media’s reporting of contextual
factors when such information is available in the original scientific research.
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Limitations of the research
Sumpter et al. (2023) advocate for the inclusion of a ‘limitations’ section in all scien-
tific papers. It reveals weaknesses in research designs that can impact interpretations
and outcomes, guide readers in understanding the potential shortcomings of the orig-
inal research, and inform methods to mitigate them (Ross and Bibler Zaidi, 2019).
Therefore, our rubrics evaluate how faithfully media reports state the limitations as
discussed in the original research.

Broad and specific domains of application
Media reports may make inferences and recommendations that extend or gener-
alize beyond the scope of the original research. We have identified three types of
(un)faithfulness in the depiction of broad and specific domains in media reports:

1. Cross-domain generalization: This occurs when media reports extrapolate find-
ings from one broad domain to another. For instance, an intervention for
promoting physical well-being might be suggested as a solution for improving
financial well-being, or an intervention aimed at increasing student engagement
in the classroomas a strategy to enhance employee engagement in theworkplace.

2. Subdomain generalization: This occurs when media reports discuss the same
broad domain as the original study but introduce variables from a different spe-
cific (sub)domain. For example, suggesting that a nudge designed to increase
participation in weight loss programs, as described in the original research, can
also be applied to encourage vaccination uptake. Despite falling under the broad
domain of ‘health,’ participation in these health behaviors could be driven by
distinct psychological and contextual factors.

3. Overgeneralization: This occurs when media reports broaden the practical rele-
vance of the original research. In other words, the broad domain covered in the
original research is only a subset of what the media presents. For example, the
original search focuses on a behavioral solution for a specific health issue, but
the media report portrays it as a universal ‘cure-all’ solution for various health
problems.

It is important to note that our goal is not to judge the severity of different
types of generalizations but rather to differentiate among them to uncover nuances.
As List (2020) points out, the generalizability of an intervention often depends on
whether the new intervention program retains the ‘secret sauce’ of the original one, is
implemented in an environment that the theory considers ‘closely exchangeable,’ and
whether the participant-specific variables and situational factors theorized as relevant
to the original intervention’s success are present in the new setting. Therefore, a ‘sub-
domain generalization’may not necessarily pose a lower uncertainty of generalizability
than, say, ‘overgeneralization’, depending on the specific context and factors involved.
Nevertheless, by distinguishing between cross-domain generalization, subdomain gen-
eralization, and overgeneralization, we can better study how media reports might
extend ormisrepresent original research findings.This understanding aids researchers,
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journalists, and readers alike in evaluating the accuracy and appropriateness of
generalizations made in media reports.

Independent and dependent variables
Certain variables may be conceptually related, but they are not interchangeable.
Treating one variable as if it were another can lead tomisguided intervention strategies.
In customer relationship management, the interplay between customer satisfaction
and customer loyalty exemplifies this phenomenon. While customer satisfaction has a
positive impact on customer loyalty (Fornell et al., 1996), interventions aimed at boost-
ing customer satisfaction (constructed as experience and consumption utility)may not
necessarily increase customer loyalty (characterized as decision or choice utility) (Auh
and Johnson, 2005). Similarly, in education, learning and performance are oftenmixed
up. Research shows that considerable learning can occur without any immediate per-
formance enhancement, and substantial changes in performance often fail to translate
into lasting learning (Soderstrom and Bjork, 2015).

Given the conceptual connection between different concepts, media reporters may
intentionally or unintentionally conflate the meanings of one variable with another
for a better narrative fit. An accurate and complete understanding of the variables
manipulated and measured in the original research is fundamental to developing any
behaviorally informed intervention. Therefore, our rubrics assess the representation of
independent and dependent variables in media reports.

Ground for recommendations
Media reporters often derive actionable recommendations from scientific research, but
these recommendations may or may not be fully grounded in evidence. Practitioners
must discern whether recommendations are evidence-based or merely plausible yet
untested. This knowledge helps practitioners calibrate their confidence levels when
developing behavioral interventions based on media-reported recommendations. To
aid in this process, our rubrics assess the sources of recommendations provided by
media reports.

Presentation of personal opinions
The distinction between facts and opinions, as outlined in Chapter 56 of The
News Manual (Ingram, 2024), is crucial in media practice. Facts are statements
regarded as true or confirmed, while opinions arise from individual interpreta-
tions of factual evidence. The guide emphasizes the need for media reporters
to clearly differentiate between these two types of information for their readers.
Furthermore, it stresses the importance of attributing opinions and any facts lacking
widespread validation. While The News Manual promotes good practices, the extent
to which reporters follow these principles may vary. Therefore, our rubrics include
an examination of how personal opinions are clearly labeled as such when they are
presented.

Table 1 displays a list of the fidelity dimensions for which we constructed rubrics.
The detailed rubrics can be found in Appendix A.

https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2025.5 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/bpp.2025.5


10 Jingqi Yu et al.

Table 1. Dimensions of fidelity of media report

Dimensions of fidelity Explanation

Evidence type: correlational vs.
causal

Does the media report accurately and completely mention the
relationship between dependent and independent variables as
correlational vs. causal, as described in the research article?

The attitude/belief–
intention–behavior
hierarchy

Does the media report accurately represent the nature of the
dependent variable (i.e., attitude/belief, intention, or behavior),
as described in the research article?

Using hypothetical scenarios
as the sole basis of conclusion

When the research article draws conclusions solely from
hypothetical scenarios, does the media report acknowledge it?

Participant characteristics Does the media report accurately and completely mention each of
the participant characteristics described in the research article?

Elements of context Does the media report accurately and completely mention each of
the elements of context described in the research article?

Limitations of the research How does the media report state the limitations of the research, as
discussed in the original research article?

Broad and specific domains of
application

Are the broad and specific domains described in the media report
consistent with those in the research article?

Independent and dependent
variables

Does the media report faithfully represent the independent and
dependent variables described in the research article?

Ground for recommendations Are the recommendations made by the media reporter based on
evidence from the research article?

Presentation of personal
opinions

How does the media reporter present personal opinions, including
their own and those of the research article authors?

Note: Please refer to Appendix A for the exact wordings used in the rubrics.

Fidelity issues in media report with illustrative examples
We used the rubrics to evaluate 68 media reports covering 11 behavioral science stud-
ies published in Nature Human Behaviour from 2017 to 2021. The full details of the
selection process can be found in Appendix B, and the names of these articles and their
media coverage are listed in Appendix C. To ensure the quality and reliability of our
assessment, the coders who evaluated these research articles and media reports were
social science Ph.D. students in at least their 2nd year at the University of Toronto.1

The analysis provided preliminary results of media reporting patterns across the ten
dimensions listed in Table 1, some of which are particularly prone to fidelity issues.

1These coders had a fundamental understanding of various types of variables, including independent
and dependent variables, as well as contextual factors and participant characteristics. We specifically sought
coders with a good grasp of different research methodologies, such as RCTs and observational studies. At
the time of coding, all but one coder had already passed their Comprehensive Exams, demonstrating their
expertise in the field.Given the complexity of the evaluation process and the need for nuanced understanding
of the research and media reports, we are unaware of any non-human or AI-based systems that could do
the coding. As a result, the coders had to manually evaluate all the elements in the rubric, resulting in a
resource-intensive process. Perhaps suitable AI systems might make the coding process easier and therefore
more scalable.
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Table 2. Media reports on relationships between variables in our sample of NHB articles

Reported by media as

Causal Correlational

Scientific evidence: causal (RCT-based)*+ 11 2

Scientific evidence: causal (non-RCT-based)*+ 18 0

Scientific evidence: correlational 6 15

*Our rubrics distinguished between causation derived from traditional RCTs and causation derived from advanced sta-
tistical techniques (non-RCT based). We considered both forms of causal evidence when compiling the statistics for this
commentary.
+Research is considered to have established causal evidence if its empirical package includes at least one study demon-
strating causation.

Table 3. Media reports on dependent variables along the attitude/belief–intention–behavior hierarchy in
our sample of NHB articles

Reported by media as

Attitude/belief Intention Behavior

Scientific evidence: attitude/belief 2 0 0

Scientific evidence: intention 0 9 0

Scientific evidence: behavior++ 0 0 42
++Research is considered to have established behavioral evidence if its empirical package includes at least one study
demonstrating the behavioral outcome of interest.

Evidence type: correlational vs. causal
Each media report was assessed by a pair of coders, and only those assessments that
achieved inter-coder reliability (i.e., consistent assessments between the coders in each
pair) were accepted. Inter-coder reliability was achieved for 52 out of the 68 media
reports. Among these 52media reports, 44 accurately described the nature of evidence,
yielding an overall fidelity rate of 85% in our sample. However, upon closer exami-
nation of the 21 media reports covering research articles with correlational scientific
evidence, only 15 correctly identified it as such, while six erroneously described it as
causal. As a result, the fidelity rate for accurately identifying correlational evidence in
our sample was 71.4%. A detailed breakdown is shown in Table 2.

The attitude/belief–intention–behavior hierarchy
Inter-coder reliability was achieved for 53 out of the 68 media reports. All 53 media
reports accurately reported scientific evidence at all levels of the attitude/belief–
intention–behavior hierarchy (Table 3; the diagonal shows the number of times the
reporting was correct).

The use of hypothetical scenarios as the sole basis of conclusion
In this part of the analysis, we focused on scientific research that based its conclu-
sions solely on hypothetical scenarios and assessed the extent to which media reports
accurately reflected this basis. We structured our evaluation into two phases.
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First, we identified research projects that exclusively used hypothetical scenarios in
their empirical work. Nine out of the 11 research projects in our sample achieved inter-
coder reliability. Out of these, three projects relied solely on hypothetical scenarios
while the remaining six incorporated field evidence.

Subsequently, we analyzed the media coverage of the three research projects whose
conclusions were based entirely on hypothetical scenarios. A total of 22 media reports
discussed these projects. Inter-coder reliability was achieved for 18 of these media
reports regarding whether the reports acknowledged the exclusive use of hypothetical
scenarios in the original research. Of these 18 media reports, only 5 (28%) explic-
itly mentioned the original research’s reliance on hypothetical scenarios. The other 13
reports (72%) did not acknowledge so.

Participant characteristics and elements of context
We evaluated how nine common participant characteristics were described in the
original research and presented in their correspondingmedia reports: age, gender, eth-
nicity, religion, occupation, education, income, health condition, and marital status.
Additionally, we conducted the same assessments for five contextual elements: timing,
physical environment, interface, social & cultural environment, and choice architec-
ture. For all these dimensions, high levels of inter-coder reliability were achieved;
however, since the exact assessment varied across each dimension, we report such
numbers in the Appendices (Appendix D1 and Appendix D2).

Table 4 shows the fidelity of the media reports in our sample in presenting partic-
ipant characteristics and elements of context when such information was presented
in the original scientific research articles. The fidelity rate is the percentage of media
reports that faithfully presented the information when it was available (i.e., presented)
in the corresponding scientific research article. The media’s presentation of partici-
pant attributes appears to be somewhat sparse and varied across different attributes.
For example, only 40% of media reports in our sample faithfully mentioned partici-
pant occupation when occupation was described in the original research. Even more
notably, only 14% reported the age of the participants. Other details regarding gender,
religion, ethnicity, education, income, and health condition of the research participants
were often omitted or inaccurately reported.

In terms of contextual information, only 34% of media reports in our sample faith-
fullymentioned the physical settings where the original research took place. Regarding
the reporting of timing, interface, and social and cultural environment of the original
research, the rate of accurate reporting dropped to 29%, 23%, and 11%, respectively.
Faithful reporting of choice architecture was even lower, at just 3%.

Limitations of the research
All 11 NHB research articles in our sample discussed the limitations of their research,
suggesting that all the 68 media reports had access to this information. Inter-coder
reliability was achieved for 53 media reports, of which only two (4%) accurately and
completelymentioned the limitations described in the corresponding research articles.
The remaining 51 (96%) reports did not appear to include any mention of the research
limitations.
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Table 4. Media reports onparticipant characteristics andelements of context in our sample ofNHBarticles

Participant
characteristics

Number of media reports that
have access to information on
the target characteristic*

Number of media reports that
faithfully present information
on the target characteristic

Fidelity rate
(percent)

Age 29 4 14%

Gender 29 0 0%

Ethnicity 23 0 0%

Religion 22 0 0%

Occupation 25 10 40%

Education 28 0 0%

Income 26 0 0%

Health condition 7 0 0%

Marital status 0 0 NA

Elements of
context

Number of media reports that
have access to information on
the target element**

Number of media reports that
faithfully present information
on the target element

Fidelity rate
(percent)

Timing
The right
moment (rather
than a specific
point in the
timeline)

48 14 29%

Physical
environment
Characteristics of
the physical envi-
ronment where
experimentation
takes place

38 13 34%

Interface
The format in
which experi-
mentation takes
place

57 13 23%

Social and
cultural
environment
Influences from
the ‘people’ side

46 5 11%

Choice
architecture
How choices are
presented

29 1 3%

*This is the case when the information on participant characteristics was explicitly provided in the corresponding original
research article.
**This is the case when the information on elements of context was explicitly provided in the corresponding original
research article.

Independent and dependent variables
Of the 48 media reports with inter-coder reliability in their assessment of indepen-
dent variables, 43 (90%) described the same ones as the original research, while 5
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(10%) described different independent variables. In terms of the media reporting of
dependent variables, among the 48 media reports with intercoder reliability, 40 (83%)
portrayed the same ones as the original research, while 8 (17%) deviated.

Ground for recommendations
Out of the 68 media reports, 38 achieved inter-coder reliability. Of these 38 media
reports, only 23 (61%) appeared to give recommendations directly backed by evidence
presented in the original research article. The remaining 15 (39%) inferred recom-
mendations from research findings; in other words, these recommendations were not
explicitly tested in the original research.

Presentation of personal opinions
The coders evaluated the presentation of personal opinions in media reports, catego-
rizing them into four types. Some categories were mutually exclusive (e.g., the first
and the second categories in Table 5 below), while others could co-occur in the same
report. Additionally, a single report could exhibit multiple instances across these cat-
egories (e.g., a report might simultaneously offer unacknowledged personal opinions
of the reporter and misrepresent the opinions of research authors as facts).

Assessing how media writers present their personal opinions involves considerable
subjective judgment. We achieved inter-coder reliability for 32 out of the 68 media
articles analyzed. A total of 33 instances were identified across these categories: (a) In
19 media reports, reporters offered their own opinions and labeled them as such; (b)
in eight media reports, reporters offered their own opinions without acknowledging
so; (c) in five media reports, reporters presented opinions discussed by research arti-
cle authors as scientific facts; and (d) in one media report, reporters mixed their own
opinions with those of research article authors’. Overall, slightly more than half of the
media reporters in our sample clearly stated their opinions as their own.

Broad and specific domains of application
Our rubrics required coders to determine and label the domain(s) of application cov-
ered in research articles and media reports, respectively. The primary purpose was
to guide the coders’ subsequent judgment on whether media reporters altered the
domain(s) of application in a way that deviated from the original research. Therefore,
our analysis focused on evaluating the consistency between the domains covered in

Table 5. Media reports on presentation of personal opinions in our sample of NHB articles

Media reporters Number of occurrences

1. Offered their own opinions and labeled as such 19

2. Offered their own opinions without acknowledgment 8*

3. Presented research article authors’ opinions as facts 5*

4. Mixed their own opinions with research article authors’ 1

*In one media report, the reporters offered their personal opinions without acknowledgment and presented the opinions
of research article authors as facts.
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research articles and those discussed in their media reports, rather than on how these
domains were labeled.2

Two noteworthy observations emerge regardingmedia reporting on broad and spe-
cific domains of application in our sample of behavioral science research: (a) Media
reports generally stay faithful to the representation of broad domains covered in
research articles. Inter-coder reliability was achieved in assessing broad domains for 51
out of the 68 media reports, with all 51 (100%) matching the broad domains described
in the research article. (b) For specific domains, inter-coder reliability was achieved
in assessing specific domains for 52 out of the 68 media reports. Of these 52 reports,
41 (79%) matched the specific domains described in the research article, while the
remaining 11 (21%) deviated,3 exhibiting cross-domain generalization, subdomain
generalization, or overgeneralization.

Summary of observations
In conveying the nature of evidence, misreporting correlational evidence as causal
appears to be prevalent. Additionally, when evidence is based solely on hypothetical
scenarios, its hypothetical nature is often not acknowledged, according to our initial
evidence.

Media reports in our sample appear to omit details about research participants and
contexts. While age and occupation of participants are occasionally mentioned, other
key attributes such as gender, ethnicity, religion, education, income, and health con-
dition are rarely reported, even when such attributes were presented in the original
research. Similarly, themedia’s reporting on contextual dimensions also falls short.The
media’s tendency to omit the reporting of participant characteristics and context hin-
ders practitioners’ ability to realize how these factorsmay influence research outcomes.
Moreover, practitioners might mistakenly view behavioral interventions as universally
effective (List, 2022) and neglect the importance of testing interventions for specific
contexts.

Fidelity rates in reporting research limitations and personal opinions also appeared
to be low. Only 4% of media reports in our sample accurately and completely mention
the limitations described in the original research articles.This inadequate coverage can
lead practitioners to underestimate the limitations of the interventions being tested and
prevent them fromproperly calibrating their confidence levels when applying and scal-
ing up these interventions. Additionally, the failure to distinguish between the opinions
of media reporters, the opinions of research article authors, and scientific findings
impedes practitioners’ ability to discern subjective views from objective facts without
referring to the original research articles.

2The labels were not further analyzed due to significant variations in the coders’ chosen wordings. For
instance, research on using technology to improve health could be labeled as ‘health,’ ‘technology,’ ‘e-health,’
or ‘health technology.’ Standardizing the choice of labels across coders without an established taxonomy
would be challenging.

3Inter-coder reliability was achieved among these 11 media reports at the level of indicating low-
fidelity reporting. However, the exact form of low-fidelity, be it cross-domain generalization, subdomain
generalization, or overgeneralization may be judged differently among coders.
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Table 6. Decision-support tool: a checklist for evaluating media reports of behavioral science research

Evidence type and quality

Does the media report indicate whether the evidence is causal or correlational? Y/N

Does the media report indicate if the original research drew conclusions based entirely
on hypothetical scenarios?

Y/N

Population characteristics and contextual elements

Does the media report mention key characteristics of the study population, such as
demographics and psychographics?

Y/N

Does the media report describe elements of the study context, such as timing, physical
environment, and social and cultural environment?

Y/N

Research limitations and constraints

Does the media report acknowledge any limitations of the original research? Y/N

Opinion attribution

Does the media report explicitly attribute opinions to specific individuals or sources? Y/N

Fidelity issues in media reporting and ways to handle them
Our preliminary analysis uncovers two broad types of fidelity issues.Thefirst type is the
omission of information (e.g., on participant characteristics, contextual elements, and
limitations of research); the second type is the inaccuracy of information (e.g., present-
ing correlational evidence as causal, presenting conclusions drawn from hypothetical
scenarios as field findings, making unwarranted generalizations, presenting personal
opinions as facts). To address these issues, we propose a checklist that highlights fre-
quently overlooked dimensions and common sources of inaccuracy inmedia reporting
of behavioral science research.

The checklist is designed to enhance practitioners’ awareness, ensuring they grasp
critical aspects of the original research they might otherwise overlook and highlight-
ing areas where inaccurate information tends to arise. This tool is particularly suitable
for addressing the first type of issue – omission of information. For the second type
of issue, inaccuracy of information, while the checklist can raise awareness, identify-
ing inaccuracies will require further effort to compare media reports with the original
scientific research.

A practitioner’s checklist for assessing media coverage of behavioral science
research
We present a checklist in Table 6 as a decision-support tool for practitioners. This tool
directs practitioners’ attention to often overlooked dimensions and common sources
of inaccuracy in media-reported behavioral science research. It provides a systematic
approach to help practitioners critically evaluate such findings as reported through
media channels.

Answering NO to any of these questions does not immediately disqualify a media
report as a high-fidelity source. However, it does suggest that themedia reportmay lack
important details from the original research, prompting practitioners to be cautious
and possibly consult the original research for a complete understanding.
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Tailoring checklist to research stage
The external validity of our checklist may vary depending on the stage of the origi-
nal scientific research. We suggest adaptations of the checklist based on List’s (2020)
research hierarchy framework. These changes would be made to fit the needs of
different research stages with varying levels of readiness for scaling.

Wave 1 research
Wave 1 research often involves the use of controlled laboratory experiments or proof-
of-concept studies. These experiments are conducted in a highly controlled environ-
ment where the researcher canmanipulate variables precisely and observe outcomes in
a clean and controlled setting. AlthoughWave1 research can offer compelling proof-of-
concept evidence, its external validity is often limited. Practitioners are advised to treat
media reports of Wave 1 research as preliminary and be highly cautious about gener-
alizing these findings to real-world settings, even if media reports meet many criteria
in the checklist in Table 6.

Wave 2 research
Wave 2 research typically evaluates interventions in more heterogeneous populations
and settings. It examines boundary conditions and aims to replicate results in real-
world settings. When reading media reports of Wave 2 research, practitioners are
encouraged to look for detailed information on sample characteristics, contextual fac-
tors, and the robustness of results across different conditions. The absence of this
information should prompt a consultation of the original research article to assess the
applicability of the findings to specific contexts.

Wave 3 research
Wave 3 research directly informs practitioners’ scaling efforts. Researchers at this
stage clearly delineate ‘negotiables’ (design choices that can vary without affecting
key outcomes) and ‘non-negotiables’ (features essential for maintaining impact) to
guide implementation at scale. When reading media reports of Wave 3 findings, prac-
titioners might expect comprehensive discussion of scale-up considerations, including
any evidence on the generalizability of results to policy-relevant populations and
contexts. If amedia report does not provide such information, practitioners are encour-
aged to refer to the original research article for guidance in their implementation
decisions.

Notably, these adaptations emphasize the importance of researchers’ clearly labeling
their research according to the stage it maps to within the research hierarchy, as List
(2020) suggested. Media reporters are also encouraged to do the same. This approach
ensures that practitioners can make well-informed decisions based on the readiness
of research findings for practical application, as delineated in List’s (2020) research
hierarchy.

Using the checklist: three key usage scenarios
The checklist can be used in various scenarios in an organization to guide the use of
behavioral science research.
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Assessment tool
Practitioners can use the checklist to assess media reports, identifying gaps and incon-
sistencies in the presented information. This checklist helps in making informed
decisions about the applicability and reliability of the findings.

Customization for context
Adapting the checklist to the specific organizational context, target population, and
intervention goals optimizes its usefulness. Integrating the checklist as an essential tool
within the broader knowledge management framework embeds these practices into
the organization’s culture, creating a repeatable formula for achieving desired change
outcomes.

Knowledge repository
Documenting evaluation results and building a repository of institutional knowledge
that informs future intervention work is crucial. Regularly reviewing and updating the
customized checklist ensures its continued relevance and effectiveness as a knowledge
management tool.

Conclusion
Media reports play a crucial role in disseminating behavioral science research findings
to an ever-growing body of behavioral practitioners, yet our analysis reveals poten-
tial fidelity issues that can hinder the effective translation of research into practice.
Important contextual information and participant characteristics may be left out, cor-
relational evidence may be mistaken for causal evidence, and the hypothetical nature
of some research is not acknowledged. This can lead to an incomplete and sometimes
misleading picture of the original research. Furthermore, the inability to distinguish
between evidence-based findings and subjective opinions can potentially misguide the
scaling of (untested) interventions in the field.

Notably, our findings are based on a limited sample, so further assessments are
required to confirm the generalizability of these insights. Alternatively, we have shared
the rubrics and the considerations we had in developing them, so that readers, if they
wish to conduct a similar analysis for their specific field of study, could use ours or
adjust them to cater to their specific needs.

We propose a checklist that serves as a tool for evaluatingmedia reports.The check-
list helps practitioners identify information gaps and adjust their level of confidence in
the findings’ usefulness and accuracy in their own situations.

The onus of ensuring faithful reporting does not rest solely on the practitioners.
Researchers must strive for clarity and transparency in their communication, explic-
itly labeling their research stage and its readiness for practical application (List, 2020).
Media reporters, in turn, bear the responsibility of accurately conveying the nuances
and limitations of the studies they cover, resisting the temptation to oversimplify for
the sake of a compelling narrative. Only through a concerted effort by all stakeholders
– researchers, media reporters, and practitioners – can we create a robust and reliable
pipeline for translating behavioral science insights into real-world impact. By fostering
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a culture of critical evaluation, contextual awareness, and evidence-based decision-
making, we can unlock the potential of behavioral science to drive positive change
in organizations and society at large.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.
1017/bpp.2025.5.
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