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“If you don’t tell your own story, someone else will tell it for
you, and you probably won’t like how they do it.”

—Shirley Malcolm, American Association
for the Advancement of Science.

Research in sport nutrition and exercise metabolism has prolif-
erated at an unprecedented rate. According to Scopus, more studies
have been published in the discipline in the last decade than in the
preceding five, with a 1.5-fold increase in new “sports science”
journals since 2000 (Tiller& Ekkekakis, 2022). Annually, more than
3,500 papers are published in sports nutrition alone (Jonvik et al.,
2022). Although the empirical study of sports and exercise science is
in its relative infancy, a century of pioneering work has laid the
foundation for today’s academics, practitioners, and health profes-
sionals to meet many of society’s health and fitness challenges.

Unfortunately, most of our hard-won scientific breakthroughs
aren’t reaching the public. Despite agreement among scientists on the
central tenets of a healthy lifestyle, most Americans when surveyed
weren’t able to accurately predict the quality of their diet unless it was
“low quality” (Thomson et al., 2023), and less than half of U.S. adults
meet the physical activity guidelines of at least “150–300 min of
moderate-intensity physical activity and two strength sessions per
week” (World Health Organization, 2020). Less than 10% of the
population even know what the guidelines propose (Vaara et al.,
2019). Global obesity rates are rising, mental health and well-being
are falling, and smoking prevalence remains stubbornly high in many
countries. Even elite athletes aren’t consistently implementing gold-
standard, evidence-based advice on aspects of health and perfor-
mance (Esh et al., 2024; Tiller, 2022, 2024). Manifestly, mainstream
practice has become disconnected from day-to-day advances in sport
and exercise science, and it’s largely due to ineffective and often
inaccurate science communication.

What precipitated this harmful paradigm? And how can we fix
it? For too long researchers have been apprehensive and even
derogatory about public-facing science communication. This is
partly due to a lack of time owing to intense pressure to publish in
academic journals, secure research funding, and improve quantita-
tive performance metrics (e.g., H-Index; Tiller & Ekkekakis,
2022). But there’s also a long-standing fear among academics and
practitioners that building a reputation as a public communicator
will somehow undermine a career in science—a stigma known as
the Sagan Effect, so named after astronomer and science popular-
izer Carl Sagan (Martinez-Conde, 2016). Many scientists also
lack experience in mainstream science communication and believe
their contributions to be redundant or ineffective in a landscape
dominated by would-be science writers, journalists, influencers,
podcasters, and pseudoexperts with extensive reach and industry
sponsors.

Our timidity and unwillingness to engage with the public
have hampered efforts at knowledge transfer; we have, in essence,
given digital media free rein to shape the scientific narrative of our
field. It’s well documented that entertainment news and maga-
zines prefer sensational headlines and hyperbole to technical
accuracy—a practice known as “yellow journalism” (Samuel,
2016). Not only does this style-over-substance approach lead
to biased and oversimplified health and wellness reporting
(Oxman et al., 2021), but the problem is exacerbated by pervasive
social media—a prominent health and fitness resource for nearly
half of U.S. adults (AMG/Parade, 2019). These online spaces are
monopolized by fitness influencers and health gurus disseminat-
ing low-quality exercise and nutrition advice to millions of digital
disciples (Marocolo et al., 2021; Sabbagh et al., 2020). And so,
even if scientific breakthroughs do reach the public, they do so
having been distorted and misappropriated to serve some ulterior
motive. The health and fitness industry has become a breeding
ground for pseudoscience, myth, and misinformation (Tiller et al.,
2023). If scientists continue to exhibit apathy toward public-
facing discourse, the gap between the lab and the layperson will
continue to expand. The consequences for population health may
be dire.

To improve and extend the translation of sports, exercise, and
nutrition-science research to the public, the International Journal
of Sport Nutrition and Exercise Metabolism is launching a new
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initiative: the Nontechnical Summary (NTS). The NTS is a simple,
jargon-free overview of each new manuscript published in the
journal, including original research investigations, rapid commu-
nications, case studies, scholarly reviews, and methodology re-
views. The initiative gives authors the opportunity to distill their
manuscripts into the essential components (the rationale, primary
methods, findings, and interpretations) and translate them for the
lay reader in 1,000 words or fewer.1 The NTS is subject to editorial
review to ensure it aligns with the peer-reviewed manuscript and
will be integrated into the online and print versions after the
reference list.

The NTS isn’t the only solution to the problem of a burgeoning
expanse between science and the public, but it’s one with enormous
potential. Popular science writing was shown to be better at
improving comprehension of technical ideas in science students
than academic textbooks (Nigro, 2022), and by making complex
ideas accessible to nonexperts, popular science resources can play a
crucial role in science education (Parkinson & Adendorff, 2004).
Others have argued that scientists should simplify their technical
writing, adopt informal prose, and improve their storytelling if
they’re to reach beyond their usual, self-selecting audience of
academics and researchers (Olson, 2018). Popular writing accom-
plishes this, at least partly, by humanizing the authors, making
them more affable and relatable (Peters, 2013)—something rarely
achieved in formal scientific writing. Accordingly, the NTS has
several applications: (a) to reduce the public’s misinterpretation of
original research, and (b) to help journalists and science writers as
they report on various subjects in the fast-paced, pressurized world
of mainstream publishing.

Science and the general public have a strained relationship,
described in the literature using terms like “distance,” “gap,”
“barrier,” and “oil and water.” (Peters, 2013). This must change
if we’re to restore public trust in scientific experts and if sports,
exercise, and nutrition science is to benefit the society it’s supposed
to serve. The NTS is an invitation. It’s an invitation to researchers
to tell their own stories and contribute to the public understanding
of science, and it’s an invitation to the public and the media to take
ownership of how they consume health and wellness research to

inform better exercise, dietary, and lifestyle choices (Figure 1).
We’re excited to launch this new initiative which, to our knowl-
edge, is the first of its kind in our discipline. Given that the impact
of the NTS will depend on how broadly it’s implemented, we
encourage other journals to establish similar initiatives and join us
in reforming the science communication paradigm.

Notes

1. The word count is an upper limit, one that allows authors to retain the
scientific rigor and messaging of their original manuscript while obligating
them to articulate only the pertinent information. It’s a balance of accuracy
and accessibility; this is the key to good science communication.
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