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For 15 years, Sense about Science 
has been at the sharp end of helping 
people to grapple with evidence – to 
appreciate it, discuss it and assess 
whether it can bear the weight 
someone wants to put on it. Our 
work over that time has changed as 
the debates and issues around us 
have. Our mission – to promote the 
public interest in sound science and 
evidence – is the same. 
That mission has seen us working with 
communities seeking access to better 
evidence on subjects from housing to stem 
cells to air quality, and with patient groups 
and doctors across the world, to put a stop to 
secrecy about clinical trial results. 

We couldn’t be more aware of how much 
people care that public life is founded on 
openness and evidence. 

In 2018 our mission has become more 
challenging. Not, as many have argued, 
because we are confronted with a post-truth 
public or a rejection of expertise and reason, 
but because people in authority are coming 
to believe that this is the nature of the public 
they serve. This year, amid these mounting 
concerns about attitudes to evidence, we have 
felt obliged to bring into the heart of public life 
and the corridors of decision making a much 
stronger representation of the many ways that 
evidence matters to people.

That is why, in June 2017, over 100 people 
came with us to the European Parliament, 
from different walks of life across the EU, to tell 
MEPs why evidence matters to them.

It is why our AllTrials campaign has pressed 
forward with patient groups to influence the 
biggest regulators and research funders in the 
world; why we are encouraging statisticians 
and others in public life to engage people more 
in the creation of independent accountable 
information; and why our Transparency of 
Evidence review published in January urged 
the UK government to place greater trust in 
the public’s ability to handle the fact that policy 
evidence is rarely complete and definitive.

And that is also why it’s so important that 
researchers put themselves where people 
need them. Our Voice of Young Science 
network has been equipping researchers to 
take responsibility for the way their field is 
discussed in wider society. 

Looking ahead, European governments have 
spent billions on data strategies, so at Sense 
about Science we will be making sure that the 
public is equipped to ask searching questions 
about quality from the outset. We will be 
working with the UK parliament on the very first 
Evidence Week, led by community groups, and 
we will start to name the organisations that do 
not publish their clinical trial results. 

Science is not a club. You’re not in or out. We, 
all of us in society, have flashpoints in our lives: 
moments when it really matters to understand 
the nature of our natural or social world. 
Science is a means of inquiry, of understanding 
how things are and, therefore, how they might 
otherwise be. We can all do better at that, 
irrespective of where we get our news.
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Pharma company review in BMJ

In July 2017 AllTrials co-founders Dr Sίle Lane 
and Dr Ben Goldacre published a review of the largest 
global pharmaceutical companies’ policies on clinical 
trial transparency in the BMJ. This was a huge moment 
for the campaign. Their review showed that most large 
pharma companies have some sort of publicly stated 
policy on transparency, but policies vary greatly between 
companies; are sometimes internally contradictory; 
and none of them have committed to register and report 
results from all trials past and present and to share data 
— the gold standard of transparency. This important 
work showed clearly the gap between forward thinkers 
and those lagging behind, as well as providing guidance 
on steps companies can take to strengthen their 
policy and increase transparency. Since publication, 
11 of the 46 companies reviewed have said they will 
rewrite or amend their policies to make stronger 
commitments to transparency. 

WHO statement 
on transparency

The World Health Organisation published 
a statement on transparency and asked non-
commercial funders of clinical trials to join 
the statement and commit to transparency 
in May 2017. Immediately nine of the world’s 
largest clinical research funders including the 
Gates Foundation, Wellcome Trust and Médecins 
Sans Frontières joined the statement and agreed 
to write a policy that commits their organisation 
to making sure that all clinical trials it funds 
are registered and results from them reported. 
In the following months 12 more funders joined 
the statement and committed to writing and 
implementing a new policy within 12 months. 
AllTrials will monitor and audit this commitment 
to ensure they all honour their promise.

“This is great news. It’s great news for the patients 
who volunteered for clinical trials that have never 
published results; for researchers re-running trials 
they don’t know already happened; and great 
news for all of us who expect our doctors to know 
whether medicines work.”

—  Dr Sίle Lane,  
co-founder of the AllTrials campaign

More great strides this year for the global 
AllTrials campaign which calls for the 
registration and reporting of all clinical trials.

EU Clinical Trials regulation

The campaign also wrote to Jeremy Hunt to remind 
him that he and the UK government led discussions 
on new transparency clauses in the EU Clinical 
Trials Regulation and urged him to ensure the UK 
doesn’t miss the opportunity to adopt these into 
UK law after Brexit. We have learned that the UK 
government does intend to adopt the EU CTR 
wholesale if it comes into force before December 
2020, during the implementation period.
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FDAAA TrialsTracker launched

In February 2018 a new law on clinical trial 
transparency came into force in the USA, and AllTrials 
launched the FDAAA TrialsTracker to monitor 
adherence to this law. The FDA Amendment Act 
(FDAAA) final rule makes it the law for US clinical trials 
to be registered on the US register ClinicalTrials.gov 
and to report summary results there within a year of the 
end of the trial. The FDAAA TrialsTracker was built 
by Dr Ben Goldacre’s team at the University of Oxford 
to pull in information about trials captured under the 
FDAAA final rule and assess whether the trials have 
reported results. The website flags trials that have 
breached the law as they go overdue on their reporting 
deadline and displays ranked lists of trial sponsors who 
have published the most and the least of their trials. 
It also displays a rolling total of the amount in fines 
the FDA could have levied for trials that are in breach 
of the rules. AllTrials writes to the FDA every week with 
updated information on all trials that have breached 
the FDAAA. To date, the FDA has not levied any fines.

Visit fdaaa.trialstracker.net for the latest results.

And more...
AllTrials was called to give evidence to the House of Commons Science and Technology Committee’s inquiry into 
research integrity in December 2017; and invited to speak at Health Research Board Ireland Clinical Trials Symposium, 
Dublin, October 2017; Game Changers for Better Medicine in Europe, Brussels, November 2017; Biomedical Transparency 
Summit, Washington DC, January 2018; and Health Research Authority Transparency Forum, London, March 2018.

Unreported trial of the week

In March 2018 the BMJ launched a new series: 
the AllTrials Unreported Clinical Trial of the Week. 
This is a weekly article shining a spotlight on one 
of the trials identified by the FDAAA TrialsTracker 
as having gone overdue to report results.

We call for accountability for 
the use of evidence in decision-
making in the UK and EU.

Visit alltrials.net or join 
in the conversation on 

Twitter using #AllTrials.
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Evidence Matters 
to EU citizens
In June 2017 we took 100+ EU citizens to the 
European parliament. Coming from all over Europe 
to Brussels, they explained to MEPs why they 
care about evidence and why they expect people 
in authority to use it. 16 of them spoke for a minute 
— among them a farmer, a surfer, a teacher, a patient, 
an engineer — about how the use of evidence has 
impacted their lives. 

The group told MEPs:

   We expect the commission to use  
evidence when making policy

  We expect commissioners  
to explain their reasoning

  We expect parliament to seek and to scrutinise 
reasoning behind policies.

Carlos Moedas, European commissioner 
for research, science and innovation (pictured 
right with Mairead McGuinness MEP) responded 
to the citizens on behalf of the commission along 
with six MEPs representing all the main party groups.

We asked the MEPs and parliamentary and 
commission staff who were at the event to share 
what they learned and ask their colleagues to join 
the #EvidenceMatters movement.

100+ EU citizens 
came to Brussels.

—  Frans Timmermans, European 
commission first vice president

“While we aspire to make more 
and better use of science 
internally, I am glad that there 
are initiatives like ‘Sense about 
Science’ which are fighting for 
evidence-based policymaking 
from the outside and doing 
so by facilitating the direct 
involvement of citizens.”

The vast majority of agricultural 
legislation is coming from Brussels 
and those decisions have a profound 
impact on our daily lives. I’m here 
today to plead with you, to base that 
impact on science, on evidence.

—  Eline Vedder,  
dairy famer, Netherlands

Evidence is crucial for our 
mission to have a healthier 
ocean. Only common EU policies 
based on good evidence can 
change people’s mindsets and 
feeling of responsibility.

—  Dimitar Atanasov,  
surfer, Bulgaria 
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Evidence in UK policymaking: can the public tell 
what the government is proposing to do and why? 

In January 2018 we published Transparency of evidence: 
a spot check of government policy proposals July 2016 
to July 2017. This follows on from our assessment 
of good and bad practice across government — the first 
ever review of whether the UK government is transparent 
about its use of evidence when developing policies – 
published in November 2016. That report found that 
the public and researchers would struggle to follow the 
government’s reasoning, with standards of transparency 
varying widely between and within departments.

This year’s report scored 94 government policies 
produced by 12 departments, to assess how transparent 
they were about the evidence behind the policy. 
Policies in this spot check were reviewed against 
the Transparency of Evidence framework and scored 
from 0-3 for how they linked to the evidence used 
for Diagnosis, Proposal, Implementation and Testing.

So what has changed?

The review showed a general improvement since we 
highlighted good and bad practice in 2016, but the 
scores reveal considerable variation in practice between 
departments. Differences in departmental culture affect 
how evidence is handled and communicated.

 »  There were fewer examples of departments failing 
to publish evidence. An alarming finding of 2016 
had been the discovery that many departments 
sat on extensive research that they did not publish. 
However, there were still significant omissions 
on areas likely to be of public interest.

 »  Testing & Evaluation — evidence about whether 
the policy works, or plans to gather it — showed 
the most disappointing results, with little indication 
of improvement since 2016.

Why spot check evidence transparency? 
Because without clarity about what 
the government has looked at, it is very 
difficult for anyone outside it to understand 
the motivations for policy, decide whether 
they agree with it, participate or consider 
whether it is working.

 »  The highest scoring policy was Department 
for Transport’s ‘Cutting down on noise from night 
flights’, which scored 3 against every section 
of the framework: it used very approachable ways 
to present the government’s thinking and show 
how the department had arrived at conclusions.

 »  The lowest was Department for Education’s 
‘Modern foreign languages A and AS level content’, 
to remove the speaking assessments from some 
examinations. This was given 0 for every section 
of the framework. Scorers could form no idea 
of what it was based on. 

 »  Three years into our work on transparency, we 
are now seeing more extensive discussion about 
evidence across government. HM Treasury’s 
Green Book, the government’s official guidance 
on policy evaluation, was updated in March 
2018 for the first time in 15 years. Transparency 
of evidence was introduced throughout, and 
emphasised in the opening foreword by Sir Tom 
Scholar, permanent secretary to the Treasury.

—  David Halpern,  
What Works national advisor

“If governments want to be 
better at listening and learning, 
a good place to start is to be 
open about setting out their 
thinking and evidence behind 
their actions and policies... 
This report marks where 
departments are on 
transparency and shows how 
they can improve further, 
not least by learning from 
each other.”

Transparency of Evidence was published by Sense about Science, from research conducted in partnership 
with the Institute for Government and the Alliance for Useful Evidence. The project was funded by the Nuffield 
Foundation, but the views expressed are those of the authors and not necessarily those of the Foundation.

To download and read the report, please visit our website: senseaboutscience.org 
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Data science: a public guide

We live in an era where data is celebrated. 
From gene therapies to town planning, 
expectations grow that having more of it, 
and the means to analyse it, will answer 
more of our toughest questions in research 
and in policy. There are daily announcements 
— about initiatives to combine huge datasets, 
requirements for more data to be stored, 
and new algorithmic machines on offer to 
decision makers. Amidst all this, it has become 
difficult for people to ask some fundamental 
questions, such as ‘what is it?’ and ‘how do I 
know what’s reliable?’ In short, how do we ask 
the quality questions about data science?

This year, we launched an exciting project, 
in partnership with science publisher Elsevier, 
to produce ‘Data science: a guide for society’. 
Our aim is to establish a common language 
for researchers, decision makers and wider 
society to talk about the quality issues in data 
science, including a basic taxonomy of data 
and the methods to analyse it.

The public, decision makers and prominent 
research bodies will all be involved in its 
creation — resulting in a guide that uses 
one common language to talk about 
quality and confidence in data science, 
and a motivated network to disseminate it. 
As part of its launch, we will bring together 

10 organisations representing different 
sections of society, to agree on the three 
most significant quality questions that 
anyone should ask when confronted with 
data analytics.

We’ve already started sharing this 
idea and building momentum. The UK 
government’s National Statistician’s 
conference welcomed plans for a taxonomy, 
as set out in the keynote address by Tracey 
Brown. Speeches to the Joint Research 
Centre and EU agencies have gathered 
support in Brussels. Experts at RELX, Elsevier 
and Mendeley have elaborated the concepts 
behind data initiatives. STATS.org has built 
support across academic bodies in the US.

By doing this we will ensure that society, 
at every level, is able to critically seek the 
best that data analytics can offer, rather 
than be swept along with hyped applications 
and negative overreactions.

Stay tuned — more on this next year! 

Algorithms in decision-making

In February 2017, our policy manager Dr Stephanie 
Mathisen persuaded the House of Commons 
science and technology committee to launch an 
inquiry into the use of algorithms in decision-making. 
Following the general election in June 2017, the new 
committee relaunched the inquiry and reported its 
findings in May 2018. In its report, the committee 
acknowledges the huge opportunities presented 
by algorithms to the public sector and wider 
society, but also the potential for their decisions 
to disproportionately affect certain groups.

It contains strong recommendations, including 
transparency by default where algorithms affect 
the public; publication by government of a list 
of where algorithms with significant impacts 
are being used within central government, along 
with projects underway or planned for public 
service algorithms; identification of a minister 
to provide government-wide oversight of such 
algorithms, where they are used by the public 
sector, and to co-ordinate departments’ approaches 
to the development and deployment of algorithms 
and partnerships with the private sector; and that 
the new Centre for Data Ethics and Innovation 
should examine algorithmic biases and evaluate 
accountability tools.

New purdah guidelines

In June 2017 there was another general election, and so another 
pre-election ‘purdah’ period. Official guidance states essentially 
that in the run up to an election no new appointments, contracts 
or big areas of policy can be announced, so that no political 
party gains an unfair advantage. However, these guidelines 
have at times been overapplied to scientists, meaning that they 
have refrained from commenting on new published studies, 
or cancelled public appearances, all stifling public discussion 
of science and evidence.

In May 2017, we co-signed a letter, organised by the Science 
Media Centre, to Sir Jeremy Heywood, cabinet secretary 
and head of the civil service expressing our shared concern 
that the guidelines were being misinterpreted and overapplied, 
and seeking clarity. He responded very quickly, and the most 
recent guidelines, published before the May 2018 local authority 
elections, contained the clarity we were seeking:

“The principles set out here are 
not about restricting commentary 
from independent sources, 
for example academics. It is for 
individual public bodies to apply 
this pre-election guidance 
within their own organisations, 
but in doing so they should 
not go beyond the principles 
set out in this document.”
May 2018 elections: guidance on conduct, 
Cabinet Office, April 2018.
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We mobilise the public to ask 
for evidence, offering insight 
into how to analyse evidence 
and ask the right questions.

Ask for Evidence is our wide-reaching public campaign to help 
people request for themselves the evidence behind news stories, 
marketing claims and policies. Over the next year we will be 
developing the campaign’s Evidence Centre resources with a focus 
on risk, data analysis and research quality.

Our Ask for Evidence campaign 
continues to inspire initiatives around 
the world. This year campaigns were 
founded in Sweden (#Hurvetdudet) 
and Poland (#ADowodzikJest?).

Evidence hunting Scouts

This year we’ve been lucky enough to work with some fantastic Scouts leaders and educators to create and test 
an Evidence Hunter activity pack aimed at after-school clubs. You can see one of these Scouts sessions in progress 
on the page opposite. The idea is that this will help young people develop critical thinking skills in the face of claims 
from the media, public figures, social networks and ad campaigns. The Evidence Hunter activities involve assembling 
and considering a range of different claims about risks and benefits — from the effect of social media on mental 
health to celebrity-endorsed beauty regimes.

Reaching out to young people and inspiring them to think critically is a key element of the Ask for Evidence 
campaign, and we’re pleased to be widening our reach in this area. We also updated our Key Stage 3-4 lesson plan 
this year following feedback from teachers and pupils, and released it for free download on the Times Educational 
Supplement (TES) website. 
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This year our public engagement team launched a practical 
guide for researchers on involving the public in working out how 
to communicate research findings — from the earliest stages 
of projects, and on the most challenging of subjects.

Public engagement is now strongly encouraged in the 
research community: by funders, institutions and scientific 
bodies. Many researchers are persuaded of its importance, 
but wonder how to do it.

At Sense about Science, we have worked with researchers 
on many of the most sensitive subjects — some fraught 
with misunderstanding — to improve the communication 
of their research findings. Communicating the survival 
statistics of children’s heart surgery at different treatment 
centres in 2016 was among the toughest of these, with 
potentially major consequences for all involved. 

So, this year our public engagement team worked with 
researchers funded by the National Institute for Health 
Research (NIHR) to share our insights and experiences 
of new ways of presenting information. Our guide is based 
around a five-step process designed to help researchers 
discuss and present information in a way that is shaped 
from the outset by people who will use it.

We hope this guide will help researchers who are planning 
their next project, writing their next grant proposal, or 
thinking ahead about how their work could have an impact.

Involve the public.  
Involve them early.

If we want to genuinely 
communicate statistical 
evidence, I am now utterly 
convinced that users have to be 
involved from the very start.

—  Professor David Spiegelhalter, 
professor of public understanding 
of risk, University of Cambridge

It became clear from the very first 
workshop that what we as academics 
thought was an accessible 
publication had been written 
in a very formal academic style.

—  Dr Rebecca Ghosh  
and Dr Anna Hansell, SAHSU

Download the guide on our website: 
senseaboutscience.org
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Our popular “Making Sense of” guides address real 
questions and concerns the public have about complex and 
controversial scientific issues. This year we looked at nuclear. 

Understanding the quality of research

Sharing the value of peer review with the public and with early 
career researchers is a vital strand of our work, supported 
by robust long-term partnerships. This year’s peer review 
highlights include:

 »  Taking part in Peer Review Week, an annual celebration 
of peer review by groups, researchers and publishers from 
around the world. Held last year from 11-17 September 2017, 
Peer Review Week brings together individuals, institutions, 
and organisations for a week of activities, webinars, resource 
sharing and events. The message is simple: that good peer 
review, whatever shape or form it might take, is essential 
to maintaining quality in science. The theme last year 
was Transparency in Review. 

 »  Launching a video series on peer review based around 
four questions: What is peer review? What is post-
publication peer review? What is retraction? Why do you 
publish research if it isn’t definitive? These questions are 
tackled by researchers and academics in short video clips 
that are accessible to all, and which we shared throughout 
Peer Review Week and at events throughout the year.  

 »  Presenting our work on peer review in an Elsevier webinar 
held during Peer Review week. 

 »  Reaching more early career researchers through our peer 
review workshops, held in London and Glasgow this year. 

Public-led, expert-fed

On significant issues of public interest we work 
to ensure independent researchers respond to direct 
questions from the public. This year we offered two 
popular AMA (Ask Me Anything) events on the online 
discussion platform Reddit.

 »  Professor Helen Roy, NERC Centre 
for Ecology and Hydrology led an invasive 
species AMA in June 2017. 

 »  Professor Richard Pywell, NERC Centre 
for Ecology and Hydrology led an AMA on 
the impacts of neonicotinoids in July 2017.

In recent years, some prominent advocates 
for the environment have become advocates 
for nuclear power. Film directors, parliamentarians, 
journalists and environmental campaigners: people 
who once were opposed to nuclear power have 
changed their minds. This guide is an exploration 
of what seems to have changed and to have 
changed minds in the nuclear debate.

Much of the debate about nuclear power is 
economic: about whether subsidies for this part 
of the energy sector would come at the expense 
of others, whether energy infrastructure should 
be subsidised at all and whether specific proposals 
for new nuclear plants make sense. Some people 
are no doubt concerned by this alone.

But nuclear power has a legacy of suspicion 
attached to it, which in the past gave rise to some 
claims about safety that have turned out not to be 
true, but which continue to influence discussions 
about the options, economic or otherwise. 
The industry and governments haven’t typically 
in the past been very open on the detail of nuclear 
installations. That is why we got together with 
a group of scientific organisations to produce 
this guide and try to bring discussions up to date.

This guide was produced in collaboration with 
Energy for Humanity, the Institute of Physics, 
the University of Manchester Dalton Nuclear 
Institute, and the National Nuclear Laboratory.

Making Sense of Nuclear, 
and all the others in the 
“Making Sense of” series, 
are available to download 
for free on our website: 
sensaboutscience.org
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We call for open and honest 
reporting of research, and we 
support researchers who speak 
out in the face of hostility 
or intimidation.

Dr Riko Muranaka was awarded 
the international 2017 John Maddox 
Prize for promoting science and evidence 
on a matter of public interest, despite 
facing difficulty and hostility in doing 
so. A journalist and lecturer at Kyoto 
University, Dr Muranaka was recognised 
for her work championing the use 
of evidence in public discussions of the 
Human Papilloma Virus (HPV) vaccine.

The HPV vaccine is recognised by the scientific 
and medical community, and endorsed by the World 
Health Organisation, as key to preventing cervical 
and other cancers. In Japan the vaccine has been 
subject to a national misinformation campaign 
to discredit its benefits, resulting in vaccination rates 
falling from 70% to less than 1%.

Dr Muranaka’s work to put the evidence for the safety 
of the vaccine clearly before the public has continued 
in the face of attempts to silence her with litigation 
and undermine her professional standing. In persisting, 
she has tried to ensure that a scientific account of the 
weight of evidence is available not only for Japanese 
families but for public health globally.

The Maddox Prize is a joint initiative of the 
leading international scientific journal Nature 
and the charity Sense about Science, supported 
by the Kohn Foundation, and is awarded to one 
or two people a year. 

This year the prize received over 100 nominations from 
25 countries. The judges were struck not only by the 
diverse circumstances in which nominees persevered 
with communicating science — which may indicate 
growing recognition among the international research 
community of the value of engaging in society — but also 
by the often extreme and unsupportive conditions 
in which some do this. In many of the examples this 
year, and in previous years, the judges found a lack 
of institutional support, and in some cases that 
the behaviour of researchers’ institutions contributed 
to the problems they faced in public discussion.

“It is a great surprise and pleasure 
to be awarded such an honourable 
prize, one that commemorates 
a great editor and writer Sir John 
Maddox — a champion of evidence 
who believed in promoting sound 
science in the public interest even 
in the face of hostility.”

—  Dr Riko Muranaka

The international John Maddox Prize for standing 
up for science, now in its sixth year, was awarded 
to women’s health champion, Dr Riko Muranaka.

Photo credit: Nicola Muirhead
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We encourage early career 
researchers to stand up for science. 

The Voice of Young Science programme, engaging early career 
researchers to play an active role in public debates about science, 
continues to expand and grow. This year we hosted Standing up 
for Science workshops in Belfast, Brussels, Dublin, Edinburgh, 
London, Manchester, Warwick and Warsaw. 

Standing up for Science

Our Standing up for Science workshops remain hugely 
popular with the next generation of researchers. 
During these full-day events, participants meet 
scientists who have engaged with the media and 
learn from respected science journalists about how 
the media works, how to respond and comment, 
and what journalists want and expect from scientists. 
Here’s what two recent attendees had to say:

Promoting peer review

We held two peer review workshops for early 
career researchers in London and Glasgow 
this year supported by our popular guide: 
Peer review: the nuts and bolts.

—  Daisy Dobrijevic, PhD student, 
University of Nottingham

Overall the best workshop 
I’ve ever attended; never 
has something resonated 
with me more.

Challenging, engaging 
and thought-provoking.

—  Shamma Rattan, PhD student, 
Oxford Brookes University

Photo credit: Taylor & Francis Group

23



Longstanding VoYS Member Britt Hermes is a former 
naturopath who, since leaving the profession in 2015, 
has been a vocal critic of the field

Sanjana Balu: Where did this begin for you?
Britt Hermes: When I left the naturopathic profession, 
I started blogging as a way to re-educate myself in science 
and to think critically about how I fell into the trappings 
of naturopathy. By reviewing school documents, course 
syllabi, and marketing materials I found that I had been 
misled by the emotive language and often confusing 
language used by the profession. My blog initially served 
as a public diary, focusing on this exploration of how I got 
to the point of being a naturopath but it quickly became 
a platform to communicate with the greater public 
and the medical and science community about what 
happened as a way to protect potential students from 
falling into the same trappings.

SB: While you were blogging you were served 
a lawsuit by Colleen Huber — could you explain 
how that came about?
BH: I wrote a blog post about Colleen Huber in December 
2016 which criticised her use of alternative therapies in her 
practice to treat cancer patients. In particular, I criticised 
Huber’s use of intravenous baking soda, intravenous 
vitamin C, strict sugar free diet, and her description 
of chemotherapy and radiation which she describes 
as treatments that strengthen the cancer and weaken 
patients. I also criticised a research study that she self-
published on her website which made extraordinary 
claims about the effectiveness of alternative therapies 

You can find Britt on Twitter (@NaturoDiaries) 
or on her blog Naturopathic Diaries  
(www.naturopathicdiaries.com)

Earlier this year, a lawsuit was brought against her 
by Colleen Huber, a naturopath based in the US. 
Britt is currently completing her PhD in Germany; 
she faced numerous legal costs which could have 
silenced her, but thanks to donations from the 
science and sceptic community across the world, 
her campaign reached its fundraising target 
of €50k in just eight days.

Our VoYS coordinator Sanjana Balu talked to Britt 
about her experience of being sued, her time as a 
naturopath and the advice she has for early career 
researchers wanting to enter public discussion. 
Extracts from the interview are below.

and sugar free diets on all types of cancer. Huber was 
offended by this blog post and in August 2017 — quite 
some time later — she served me with a cease and 
desist letter from a German law firm which demanded 
the removal of the blog post. After I refused to comply, 
Huber and her lawyer served me with a defamation 
(also known as libel) lawsuit in Germany a month later. 
The lawsuit is filed in Kiel, Germany, where I live but it’s 
brought by Huber who lives and practices in the US.

SB: When you were served with the lawsuit,  
who did you turn to?

BH: Firstly, I turned to my husband for emotional 
support — it was important to me to involve the people 
in my life who would also be affected by this. It became 
immediately clear that my husband would support me 
in any course of action but would particularly support me 
in standing up against Huber and not succumbing to her 
legal bullying despite the financial fears. Once I consulted 
my mentors in the science and sceptic community 
for advice I was quickly pointed to two notable and 
prominent free speech lawyers in the US: Ken White and 
Marc Randazza. They were both incredibly supportive 
and generous with their time. Marc put me in touch 
with his friend and colleague Daniel Kötz, a free speech 
lawyer based in Germany. Daniel has been an incredible 
resource, I feel safe and trusting of him. Outside of legal 
support I turned to: Chris Peters of Sense about Science; 
Simon Singh and Steven Novella who had been through 
similar issues in the UK and US respectively; Jann 
Bellamy who is a long term mentor of mine and finally 
David Gorski, one of the founding editors of Science-
Based Medicine. This group of prestigious and critical 
science thinkers, who I was very fortunate to have 
immediate access to, were powerful pillars of support.

SB: Having gone through this ordeal, are you 
perhaps more hesitant in continuing to stand 
up for science?

BH: I definitely don’t feel hesitant; if anything, I feel 
invigorated. I know the ways in which my work 
has had an impact in terms of certain legislations 
and public awareness. This lawsuit provides additional 
insight that I might be having a far greater impact 
than I ever realised, especially within the naturopathic 
community itself. There’s a sense that I’ve become 
a thorn in the profession’s side.

SB: What are your tips for ECRs who want to enter 
that public discussion about science?
BH: I think it’s important to be on social media as these 
days it’s how people communicate. Twitter seems to be 
a hotbed of scientific discourse outside of academia. 
I think it’s important to start plugging yourself into 
whatever field you’re passionate about. Of course, 
I’m passionate about biomedicine ethics and practice 
of alternative medicine so plugging myself into groups 
that also share this passion is a good way to stay 
connected and keep abreast of current events.

Also, I think it’s important to find a mentor — 
communicating about science takes time to learn just 
like other skills. We don’t step into our PhD programmes 
automatically knowing how to ask the correct questions 
or knowing how to carry out the correct methods. 
We need mentors to support and guide us and the 
same is true for science communication. Without 
mentors, and without my support system to help guide 
me through these hard times, I think I would have folded 
under the pressures of legal thuggery.

I am glad I started as a VoYS member early on in my 
blogging. It has been a critical social support building 
platform. VoYS has put me in touch with experts in my 
field and pillars in the community.

“I think it’s important to find 
a mentor – communicating 
about science takes time 
to learn just like other skills.”

To read the full interview, 
please visit our website 
and search ‘Britt Hermes’.
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General donations

We received donations towards our aim of challenging the misrepresentation of science and evidence 
in public life from 450 individuals totalling £85,731 and from the following organisations: British 
Pharmacological Society (£2001-5000); Institute of Physics and Engineering in Medicine (£100-1000).

Year ended 5 April 2018 (income £520,134)
Our funding breakdown: 

Interest
£518

Trusts and 
Foundations

(restricted and 
unrestricted) 

£249,664

Professional & learned 
societies, publicly 
funded bodies 
& research institutes 
£103,215

Individual  
(single, monthly,  
annual, gift aid)
£85,731

Miscellaneous 
(reimbursed travel, donated 
fees, website commission)
£995

Publishers
£80,010

2017/18

Funding
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Partner Our work Funding band
Alliance for Useful Evidence Benchmarking government's transparency 

about the use of evidence
£2,001-5,000

AllTrials grant * AllTrials campaign: for all clinical trials to be 
registered and their results reported

£50,001-£100,000

Amberstone Trust Fundraising activity £20,001-30,000
Ask for Evidence 
teenagers grant *

Ask for Evidence:  
critical thinking for 13-16 year olds

£30,001-£40,000

Association for Clinical 
Biochemistry and 
Laboratory Medicine

Voice of Young Science: Standing up for Science 
workshops and campaigns for early career researchers.  
Peer Review: the nuts and bolts workshops for early 
career researchers.

£1,001-2,000

Biochemical Society Voice of Young Science: Standing up for Science 
workshops and campaigns for early career researchers

£2,001-5,000

Birmingham City University Voice of Young Science:  Standing up for Science 
Workshops and Campaigns for early career researchers.

£2,001-5,000

British Council/ 
FameLab

Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£100-1,000

Broad Institute Public engagement workshops on attitudes towards 
findings from a genome wide association study

£5,001-10,000

Cambridge University Press Peer Review: the nuts and bolts workshops for early 
career researchers.

£1,001-2,000

Elsevier Understanding quality in research (peer review, data and 
computer learning: workshops and publications)

£50,001-£100,00

English PEN Libel Reform Campaign £100-1,000
European Parliament Evidence Matters event in the European Parliament 

June 2017, to introduce MEPs and senior officials to 
citizens from all over Europe who care about evidence

£5,001-10,000

F1000 Research Peer Review: the nuts and bolts workshops for early 
career researchers

£1,001-2,000

Flemish Institute for 
Biotechnology

Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£1,001-2,000

Foundation for  
Polish Science

Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£1,001-2,000

Freie Universität Berlin Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£2,001-5,000

Institute of  
Biomedical Science

Voice of Young Science: Standing up for Science 
workshops and campaigns for early career 
researchers (2017 & 2018)

£2,001-5,000

Institute of Physics  
in Ireland

Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£100-1,000

Partner Our work Funding band
Institute of Physics and 
Engineering in Medicine

Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£1,001-2,000

Marie Curie Alumni 
Association

Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£5,001-10,000

Medical Research Council Voice of Young Science: Standing up for Science 
workshops and campaigns for early career researchers. 
Peer Review: the nuts and bolts workshops for early 
career researchers

£5,001-10,000

MoreTrials Strategic advice and support for the 
MoreTrials campaign

£5,001-10,000

Naji Foundation Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£40,001-£50,000

Natural Environment 
Research Council

Public engagement workshops and advice on UK 
Geoenergy Sbservatories

£2,001-5,000

Nature Publishing Group John Maddox Prize for Standing up for Science £2,001-5,000
Nuffield Foundation Evidence Matters: reviewing transparency 

in government’s use of evidence
£20,001-30,000

English PEN Libel Reform Campaign £100-1,000
Portland Press Peer Review: the nuts and bolts workshops for early 

career researchers
£2,001-5,000

PREVAL Peer Review: the nuts and bolts workshops for early 
career researchers

£2,001-5,000

Robert Bosch  
Foundation

Evidence Matters event in the European Parliament 
June 2017, to introduce MEPs and senior officials to 
citizens from all over Europe who care about evidence

£20,001-30,000

Royal Meteorological  
Society

Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£100-1,000

Royal Pharmaceutical  
Society

Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£2,001-5,000

SAGE Peer Review: the nuts and bolts workshops for early 
career researchers

£2,001-5,000

Society for Applied 
Microbiology

Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£2,001-5,000

Society for 
Cardiothoracic Surgery

Public engagement workshops about making sense of 
cardiac surgery data for patients and professionals alike

£10,001-20,000

Society of 
Experimental Biology

Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£2,001-5,000

Donations towards our projects:
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Partner Our work Funding band
Swisscore Voice of Young Science: Standing 

up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£1,001-2,000

Taylor and Francis Group Peer Review: the nuts and bolts workshops for early 
career researchers.

£10,001-20,000

The Kohn Foundation John Maddox Prize for Standing up for Science £1,001-2,000
UK Statistics Authority Public engagement workshop on the Code 

of Practice for Statistics
£2,001-5,000

University College London Workshops and advice to help researchers 
communicate children's heart surgery statistics 
to parents; and a case study to inform researchers’ 
public engagement plans

£2,001-5,000

University of Dundee Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£1,001-2,000

University of Nottingham Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£2,001-5,000

University of Reading Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£100-1,000

University of St Andrews Voice of Young Science: Standing up for Science 
workshops and campaigns for early career researchers. 
Peer Review: the nuts and bolts workshops for early 
career researchers.

£2,001-5,000

University of Stirling Voice of Young Science: Standing up for Science 
workshops and campaigns for early career 
researchers (2017 & 2018)

£2,001-5,000

University of Warsaw Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£2,001-5,000

University of Warwick Voice of Young Science: Standing up for Science 
workshops and campaigns for early career researchers 
(2017 & 2018)

£2,001-5,000

University of Wolverhampton Voice of Young Science: Standing 
up for Science workshops and campaigns 
for early career researchers

£1,001-2,000

Wiley Peer Review: the nuts and bolts workshops for early 
career researchers

£10,001-20,000

Young European Associated 
Researchers network

Public engagement workshop for annual conference £1,001-2,000

*Donation from a charitable foundation that wished to remain anonymous.

Help with equipment, facilities and services 
has also been received from:
Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, Glasgow Caledonian University, Institute for Government, 
Institute of Physics, Kooperationsstelle EU der Wissenschaftsorganisationen, Netherlands House 
for Education and Research, Northern Ireland Science Festival, Royal Pharmaceutical Society, Royal Society, 
SAGE, Society of Experimental Biology, Springer Nature, The ADAPT Centre in Dublin City University, 
University of Edinburgh, University of Glasgow, University of Manchester, University of Warwick.

Speakers fees have been received from: 
Mreza Centara, International Science Festival Gothenburg, Network of Education Policy Centres, Royal 
Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences, University of Nottingham, University of Warwick, University of Warsaw.

How we work

Sense about Science runs a small office in London, UK with a team of just nine 
people charged with delivering our activities and campaigns.

Our Europe-wide work is run from Brussels by Sofie Vanthournout, and has developed a respected strong voice 
in debates about evidence and public engagement, including talks at the 5th Congress of Freedom of Research; 
the 4th European Conference for Science Journalists; and events with the EU Joint Research Centre; 
the European Ombudsman; the European Public Health Alliance; the European Skeptics Congress; the European 
Science Events Association annual conference; and the Marie Curie Alumni Association annual conference.

In October 2017 we opened an office in Dublin, Ireland, hosted at the Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies 
and led by our head of international campaigns and policy, Dr Síle Lane, with new staff member Ilaina 
Khairulzaman leading on Voice of Young Science. A busy first year of campaigning for better public engagement 
in evidence, including a full schedule of press and public talks, has laid the foundations for an all-Ireland 
programme in the year ahead.
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