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What's more believable?

The announcement at a gala,
premier event of a new
primate fossil, touted as a
“missing link” connected to
human evolution, and
acclaimed by its media-
savvy, showmen-scientists . .

Or...

The publishing in a formal, staid science journal that the fossil, along with a
distant relative, is more akin to nocturnal lemurs and basically unrelated to
humans. . .

Sadly, that's the kind of dilemma faced by those who follow science in the
media. It's the unsettling challenge that modern research scientists now
seem to be facing: Choosing between the newer broad, short-term public
interest in the research, or remaining with the plodding, glacial pace of
traditional science publication.

Most researchers will quickly say that they'd never sacrifice accuracy and
fact for fame and the potential of fortune, but the episode of the Darwinius
fossil earlier this spring, as well as other so-called “discoveries,” shows that
the answers aren’t always so simple.

Comparing the news media coverage of the two aforementioned events
seems to suggest where the public comes down in the battle between flash
and fact.

The announcement of the Darwinius fossil, fueled by the opening of a new
museum exhibit, the airing of a national documentary and the sale of a
popular book, generated nearly 800 stories in the news media within two
days.

But this week’s publication in the respected science journal Nature reported
that a new early primate fossil, Afradapis longicristatus, and the earlier

Darwinius fossil, belonged on a branch of the evolutionary tree far removed
from humans. While the published paper basically disproved the claims that
were so broadly hyped earlier this year, the research only garnered one-fifth

as much news coverage.
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Nature's representation of the primate family tree. Credit: E. R. Seifert,
Stony Brook University

Marketing folks have long-known that being first with new information can
often be more useful than being right. But that kind of mindset has usually
been absent in science where the validity of the information has been
paramount. Ironically, the nature of science is that the early “discoveries”
are often proved less-than-right, if not outright wrong. But that's as it
should be — science is inherently self-correcting and our knowledge shifts
as we gain more data.

But seldom do scientists ever use this evolution in our understanding to
capitalize on the opportunities to mislead. So when it does happen,
seemingly intentionally, as in the Darwinius episode, it suggests a new

guestion:

What's wrong with promoting findings quickly since other scientists will
eventually correct whatever errors are made?

Plenty!

The public’s faith in the competency of researchers hangs in the balance in
cases like this. And the fact that the public’'s memory for detail is short is no
excuse for “gaming” the system. Surveys continue to rank scientists high on
the lists of those held in esteem but at the same time, the complexity of
science in virtually every discipline is constantly doubling, making it harder
for the citizenry to even begin to “understand” most science.

Instead, they're left with a simple faith in the honesty of science, and of
those who do it.

That's way too valuable to risk on just a few minutes of fame.__Earle
Holland
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