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The effects of alcohol 

Specification reference: 

 B2.2.6 The effect of lifestyle on some non-communicable diseases 

 WS 1.6 

Aims 

You will be learning about science reports in the media and why they are not 
always credible. 

Learning outcomes 

After completing this worksheet, you should be able to: 

 explain that scientific claims in media reports (newspapers, television 
programmes) may not be credible and suggest reasons why 

 identify valid evidence. 

Overview 

You will have come across news about new scientific developments and the 
results from scientific research in the popular media. For example, a newspaper 
article that claims scientists have found the answer to eternal life. The headline 
may look impressive but often when you read the article you will find that the 
reporter has made the research look more promising than it actually is. 
Inaccuracies in reporting may also be due to other reasons. It could be that the 
reporter has not fully understood the science or they are oversimplifying it. They 
may be biased, which means the report is not a fair representation. The 
newspaper may have been paid to write the article, or the reporter may have 
strong opinions and not considered other viewpoints. 

When reading scientific claims in media reports you must consider how valid the 
claim is. Evidence used to support valid claims includes: 

 Results from research published in peer-reviewed scientific journals 

 Interviews with experts in their fields 

Scientific journals are magazines that contains the findings of scientific research. 
Before anything is published, the research is peer-reviewed. This means that it is 
sent to other scientists, experts in the same area, who check the work. If they find 
any mistakes, it is sent back to the scientists who wrote it. The work is only 
published once the experts are happy with it. 

Context 

Examples of where peer-review is important include the testing and trials of drugs, 
which you learn about in Chapter B6 (Preventing and treating disease), and the 
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reporting of human impacts on the environment, such as global warming, in 
Chapter B17 (Biodiversity and ecosystems). 

Health is a topic that most people are interested in, so there is no surprise that 
there are many newspaper articles, television shows and websites dedicated to it. 
In order to make good decisions about health, it is important to understand what 
kind of reports will give you credible information and how to identify valid claims. 

Task 

A claim is ‘pregnant women should not drink alcohol’. 

Work in a group and read through the sources of information below. Discuss: 

 Which sources are more likely to contain credible information and which are not 

 Which are useful in helping to investigate the claim 

 If they support or refute the claim 

 What advice you would give to a pregnant woman and why 

Source 1: Interview on television news 

“I drank alcohol during both of my pregnancies and my 
children are healthy” – Sara, 35. 

Source 2: Newspaper article 

Data from a recent peer-reviewed 
study using 4000 mothers and 
their children found that relatively 
small levels of exposure to alcohol 
(1–6 units a week) while in the 
womb can lower a child’s IQ. 

Source 3: Mumsweb – parenting website 

Scientists studied the children of 100 women who drank 
more than four units of alcohol a day during their pregnancy 
and compared them to the children of 100 women who drank 
no alcohol. These are the shocking results. 

 Alcohol exposed Unexposed 

abnormal facial features 17% 1% 

delayed growth 27% 13% 

cognitive delays 
(including intellectual) 

35% 6% 

language delays 42% 24% 

hyperactivity 27% 2% 
 

Source 4: Interview on 
television news 

“Drinking too much can harm an 
unborn baby and women should 
not drink in the first three months. 
But after then drinking one or two 
units, no more than once or twice 
a week does not appear to be 
harmful” – David, a GP. 

Source 5: Newspaper article 

The number of women who have stopped drinking any 
alcohol in pregnancy is rising. Latest figures show 48% of 
women who normally drank alcohol gave it up, compared 
with 33% in 2005. 

Source 6: Article in the British 
Medical Journal, written by 
experts in pregnancy 

Pregnant women should not touch 
a drop of alcohol, because there is 
no evidence of a ‘safe’ threshold. 
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Question 

1 The headline from the front page of a newspaper states: 

Don’t drink more than three glasses of wine a week 

Scientist’s study claims slashing the official alcohol limit would save 4500 
lives a year 

a State two health problems associated with drinking alcohol.  

  

  (2 marks) 

b The report is based on a study. How would you check that the claim in the 
report is credible? 

  

  (1 mark) 
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