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Overview
• Which news sources were most 

successful at gaining media coverage 
and setting the news agenda on hybrid 
embryos?

• How did different newspapers, and 
reporters with different specialisms, 
report the story?

• Which key arguments and rhetoric were 
reproduced most often in the press 
coverage?

• Content Analysis of 427 items in the UK 
national press (broadsheets, tabloids, and 
mid-market) which covered the hybrid 
embryo debate between 01/01/06 and 
01/12/08



Source Struggles and the 
Hybrid Embryo Debate

Two broad source groups:
1) An organised coalition of scientists, 

funding bodies, charities, and politicians 
mainly seeking to push the scientific
and medical reasons why the research 
should be allowed

2) A less cohesive group of religious 
figures, ethicists, campaigners, and 
politicians aiming to circulate the ethical 
implications of boundary-crossing 
research which “tampers with life” by 
mixing species and experimenting on 
embryos



Timeline of coverage of hybrid embryos: Jan ’06 – Nov ‘08



Numbers of sources 
quoted overall

n=646



Recurring arguments and 
rhetoric on both sides

Ethical implications 
mentioned?

Medical 
benefit: 

315, 73.8%Medical 
risk: 7, 
1.6%

Both 
benefit and 

risk: 8, 
1.9%

Neither 
benefit or 
risk: 97, 
22.7%

Potential medical 
benefits mentioned?

Ethical 
argument 
in favour 

6.1%

Ethical 
argument 

against
38.4%

Both for 
and 

against
10.5%

Neither for 
nor against

45.0%



Pro- and anti-hybrid stories

Numbers of broadly pro- and anti-hybrid stories overall 

n=427



Article stance over time
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Journalist specialism and 
story stance
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Which newspapers published 
most pro- or anti-hybrid stories?
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In Conclusion
• In the struggle between the two broad 

groups of sources active in the press 
debate around hybrid embryos, those in 
favour won a clear, if contested, victory.

• Our data suggests that this source 
dominance was influenced by the media 
management strategies of the pro-hybrid 
coalition.

• BUT... this success may not be replicable, 
and this should not be seen as a simple 
template for the communication of future 
controversial science



Andy Williams: 
williamsa28@cf.ac.uk
02920 870088

Thank you



Appendix and extra data



The Science: 
• Four main kinds of human-animal 

hybrid embryo, but the two most 
important to this media debate were:
1) Cytoplasmic Hybrids (Cybrids): made 

by transferring the nucleus of a human 
skin cell into the “shell” of an animal cell, 
and blasting it with electricity so it will 
become an early-stage embryo so stem 
cells can be “harvested”

2) ‘True’ hybrid embryos: involve the 
fusion of human and animal gametes, 
i.e. when a human sperm fertilises an 
animal egg, or vice-versa.



General info



Timeline of coverage of hybrid embryos: Jan ’06 – Nov ‘08



Who wrote stories about 
hybrids?

Journalist specialism and by-lines in the hybrid embryo debate 
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What triggered coverage of 
hybrid embryos?

News hooks for the stories about hybrids

Political 
event: 210. 

49.2%

Regulatory 
event:

69, 16.2%

Anti-hybrid 
public 

statement: 
44, 10.3%

Unclear: 
38, 8.9%

Pro-hybrid 
public 

statement: 
35, 8.2%

Scientific 
paper or 

event: 16, 
3.7%

Other: 
15, 3.5%

n=427



Coverage in different papers

Breakdown of coverage of hybrid embryos between newspapers
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Format of stories about hybrids
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Sources



Numbers of sources 
quoted overall

Frequency of 
quotation

Percentage of 
sources

Pro-hybrid 
sources 345 53.4%

Anti-hybrid 
sources 218 33.7%

Neither pro- nor 
anti- 83 12.8%

Totals 646 100.0%



Most Frequently Quoted 
Source Types

Top pro-hybrid sources

Frequency 
of 

quotati
ons

% of 
total 

quota
tions

Scientist/Funding Body 177 27.4%
Politician (government) 77 11.9%
Politician (other) 54 8.4%

Top anti-hybrid sources

Frequency 
of 

quotati
ons

% of 
total 

quota
tions

Religious Representative 93 14.4%
Politician (other) 55 8.5%
Anti-Hybrid Embryo Activist 43 6.7%



Most-quoted source 
groups on both sides

Top pro-hybrid sources Frequency of 
quotations

% of total 
quotations

Scientist/Funding Body 177 27.4%
Politician (government) 77 11.9%
Politician (other) 54 8.4%
Industry spokesperson (e.g. biotech, etc) 8 1.2%

Religious Representative 7 1.1%
Patient (or other affected person) 6 .9%

Top anti-hybrid sources Frequency of 
quotations

% of total 
quotations

Religious Representative 93 14.4%
Politician (other) 55 8.5%
Anti-Hybrid Embryo Activist 43 6.7%
Politician (government) 11 1.7%
Physician (medical doctors, etc) 9 1.4%
Scientist/Funding Body 3 .5%



Changes in the source 
struggle over time

Changes in citation of pro- and anti- sources over time
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Sources quoted by 
different papers

Pro-hybrid, anti-hybrid, and neutral sources in 
different newspapers

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80

The M
ail

 pap
ers

The E
xpres

s p
ap

er
s

The M
irr

or p
ap

ers
Sun or N

OTW

The D
ail

y S
tar

 papers

Guard
ian

 or O
bs

erv
er

The T
im

es
 pap

ers

The T
ele

grap
h pap

ers

The I
ndepe

nden
t p

ap
ers

The F
inanc

ial T
im

es

Pro-
hybrid
sources

Anti-
hybrid
sources

 Sources
neither
pro- nor
anti-
hybrid

n=646



Sourcing patterns between 
different types of journalist

Proportional percentage of pro- anti- or neutral sources 
quoted by different kinds of reporter
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Party politics of quoted 
MPs in coverage of hybrids

The party affiliation of MPs quoted in the hybrid embryo debate 
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Arguments and rhetoric 
from both sides



Common scientific 
arguments in favour

Scientific arguments in favour of hybrid embryo research Freque
ncy

present in 
% of 

pieces
Promise of potential or actual therapies/cures 315 73.8
Embryos destroyed after 14 days (or sooner) 124 29.0
Shortage of eggs justification 109 25.5
Embryos still mainly human (e.g. Containing 99.9% human DNA) 99 23.2
Embryos won’t be placed in humans/animals 82 19.2
Weight of scientific opinion/scientific consensus exists 55 12.9

Enemies are scaremongering/lying/being deliberately inflammatory 43 10.1

Hybrids are already being created 38 8.9

Opposing views are ‘irrational’, ‘luddite’, or based on misunderstanding 36 8.4

Personal account from sick patient 25 5.9

Reference to the small size of the embryos 24 5.6

Other kinds of human/animal fusion are accepted (e.g. transplants) 8 1.9



Common ethical 
arguments against

Ethical arguments against hybrid embryo research Frequen
cy

Quoted in 
% of 

pieces
Hybrids are morally/ethically wrong (general) 90 21.1
Hybrids are inhuman (e.g. they are "an attack on human dignity") 84 19.7
Negative reference to monsters (Frankenstein's monster, etc) 83 19.4
Hybrids are unnatural (e.g. tampering with nature, “species 

bending”) 45 10.5

The ‘yuk factor’ (hybrid embryos are disgusting, repulsive, etc) 44 10.3
Hybrids are ungodly (e.g. against the "sanctity of human life") 39 9.1

Research destroys human life (all pro-life arguments) 35 8.2

Hybrids represent an attack on human rights 24 5.6

Consent (e.g. cells may be taken without consent) 11 2.6

Comparison with science in authoritarian regimes (e.g. the Nazis) 8 1.9



Common pro-hybrid arguments Frequency

present in 
% of 
stor
ies

Potential medical advances/cures 315 75.9

Embryos destroyed after 14 days (or sooner) 124 29.9

Shortage of eggs justification 109 26.3

Embryos still mainly human (e.g. 99.9% human DNA or analogous figure) 99 23.9

Embryos won’t be inseminated in humans/animals 82 19.8

Hybrids are ethically right/not ethically wrong 61 14.7

Weight of scientific opinion is in favour 55 13.3

Enemies are scaremongering/lying/being deliberately inflammatory 43 10.4

Hybrids are good for the national interest/UK science/the economy 39 9.4

Hybrids are already being created 38 9.2

Opposing views misunderstand the science, are “unreasonable”, or “luddite” 36 8.7

Public opinion is in favour 34 8.2

1st government consultation exercise was invalid, hijacked, etc 26 6.3

Personal account from sick patient (or other affected person) 25 6.0

Reference to the small size of the embryos (e.g. no bigger than a pin-head) 24 5.8

Politicians are weak/fear the media and public opinion 23 5.5

Reference to HFEA approval 17 4.1

Hybrids avoid need to tamper with human life/embryos 17 4.1

Other kinds of human/animal fusion are widely accepted (e.g. transplants) 8 1.9

Consent will be gained from cell donors 3 0.7

Science of hybrids

Politics of hybrids

Ethics of hybrids



Common anti-hybrid arguments Frequency

present 
in % 
of 
stor
ies

Hybrids are wrong (clear moral/ethical argument) 90 21.7

Inhuman/Against humanity 84 20.2

Negative reference to monsters (Frankenstein’s monster, etc) 83 20.0

Practice is controversial 48 11.6

Unnatural (e.g. playing with nature) 45 10.8

Unlikely to lead to benefits/exaggerated claims from scientists 45 10.8

The ‘yuk factor’ (hybrid embryos are disgusting, repulsive, etc) 44 10.6

Public opinion is opposed (projections of public opinion) 40 9.6

Ungodly (against religion or God, against the sanctity of life, etc) 39 9.4

Research destroys life (pro-life argument) 35 8.4

Other ways of getting stem cells more beneficial 24 5.8

Hybrids mean an attack on human rights 24 5.8

Practice is/should be illegal (e.g. HFEA act 1990, banned in other countries) 23 5.5

Practice is irrational (crazy, mad, irrational, etc) 14 3.4

Bad for the national interest/reputation of UK science/the economy 14 3.4

Practice medically risky (potentially or actually, in process or outcomes) 14 3.4

Consent (e.g. cells may be taken without consent from children, etc) 11 2.7

Chief Medical Officer Liam Donaldson against 11 2.7

Comparison with authoritarian regime (e.g. the Nazis, Stalinism, etc) 8 1.9

Ignoring results of government consultation 6 1.4

Science of hybrids

Politics of hybrids

Ethics of hybrids



Anti-hybrid arguments 
critiqued in the press

Commonest critically attributed arguments against hybrid embryo research Frequency

present 
in % 
of 
stori
es

Negative reference to monsters (Frankenstein’s monster, etc) 56 13.1

The ‘yuk factor’ (hybrid embryos are disgusting, repulsive, etc) 16 3.7

Hybrids are morally/ethically wrong 12 2.8

Hybrids are inhuman (e.g. they are "an attack on our common humanity") 12 2.8

Public opinion is opposed (projections of negative public opinion) 9 2.1

Unlikely to lead to benefits/exaggerated claims from scientists 8 1.9

Research destroys human life (all pro-life arguments) 8 1.9

Practice is/should be illegal (e.g. hybrids banned in other countries, etc) 7 1.6

Hybrids are ungodly (e.g. against the "sanctity of human life") 7 1.6

Other ways of getting stem cells preferable (e.g. adult stem cells) 5 1.2



The rhetoric of 
monstrosity: PR own goal?

“If I were preaching this homily in 
France, Germany, Italy, Canada or 
Australia I would be commending 
the government for rightly banning 
such grotesque procedures. This 
Bill represents a monstrous attack 
on human rights, human dignity 
and human life. […] One might say 
that in our country we are about to 
have a public government 
endorsement of experiments of 
Frankenstein proportion.”
“Cardinal Attacks ‘Human Fertilisation and Embryology Bill’”, 20th March 2008, press release, Scottish Catholic Media 
Centre, available at: http://scmo.org/articles/493/1/Cardinal-attacks-Human-Fertilisation-and-Embryology-Bill/Page1.html, 
last accessed April 2009.



“the Catholic Church is misrepresenting 
science because it doesn’t understand the 
basic facts”
– Dr Stephen Minger
“Science progresses by refuting falsehood. 
The Bishops of the Roman Catholic Church 
apparently want to promote it”
– Prof Robin Lovell-Badge
The bishops are “using scaremongering 
tactics in an attempt to block important 
medical research aimed at understanding 
and developing treatments for incurable 
diseases”
– Prof Chris Shaw
“this is a gross and irresponsible 
misrepresentation of our position and our 
intentions in carrying out our work”
– Dr Lyle Armstrong

“Scientists condemn Catholic Church's attack on embryo research”, SMC press release, 
available at: http://www.sciencemediacentre.org/pages/press_releases/07-09-
03_hfea_policy_on_hybrids.htm, last accessed April 2009.



Pro-hybrid arguments 
critiqued in the press

Commonest critically attributed arguments in favour of hybrid embryo 
research Frequency

present 
in % 
of 
stori
es

Promise of potential or actual therapies/cures 17 4.0

Opposing views are ‘irrational’, ‘luddite’, or based on misunderstanding 10 2.3

Enemies are scaremongering/being deliberately inflammatory 10 2.3

Hybrids good for the national interest/UK science/the economy 6 1.4

Embryos destroyed after 14 days (or sooner) 3 0.7

Shortage of eggs justification 2 0.5

Embryos still mainly human (e.g. Containing 99.9% human DNA) 2 0.5

Personal account from sick patient 2 0.5

Weight of scientific opinion/scientific consensus exists 2 0.5

Hybrids are ethically right/not ethically wrong 2 0.5

Reference to the small size of the embryos 1 0.2



Which source groups 
benefited most overall?



Pro- and anti-hybrid stories

Numbers of pro- and anti-hybrid stories overall 

Broadly pro-
hybrid 

embryo: 
190, 44.5%

Broadly 
anti-hybrid 
embryo: 86, 

20.1%

Neither pro- 
nor anti-: 
151, 35.4%



Article stance by format

Broadly 
pro-

hybrid 
embryo

Broadly 
anti-

hybrid 
embryo

Neither 
pro- nor 

anti-
hybrid 
embryo

Totals

News article 122 36 119 277
Column/Comment 26 16 10 52
Editorial/leader 12 3 7 22
Letter to editor 15 27 9 51
Feature 11 3 5 19
Profile 3 1 1 5
Other 1 0 0 1
Totals 190 86 151 427



Article stance over time
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Journalist specialism and 
story stance
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Which newspapers published 
most pro- or anti-hybrid stories?
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The Influence of PR on 
the Hybrid Embryo 

Debate



The influence of PR: 
Framing hybrid embryos

“The eggs used 
to create them 

are in short 
supply and of 

variable quality”

“… embryo which
is approximately 
99.9% human 

and 0.1% animal”

“Stem cells could then be obtained from the embryo and 
used to study a range of diseases and develop possible 

treatments”

It “will not be 
permitted to 
allow the 
embryo to 
develop for 
longer than 
14 days”

It “will not be allowed to implant the embryo 
into either an animal or a human”



The influence of PR: Cultivating 
relationships between science 

journalists and sources

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

Scie
nce

/H
ealt

h

No nam
ed

 jo
urn

ali
st

Politi
ca

l

Lett
er 

to th
e e

dito
r

Gen
eral

 re
porte

r
Columnist

Gues
t w

rit
er:

 sc
ien

ce
/m

ed
ica

l

Other S
pec

ial
ism

Gues
t w

rit
er:

 other

Gues
t w

rit
er:

 re
lig

ion/et
hics

Broadly pro-
hybrid embryo

Broadly anti-
hybrid embryo

Neither pro- nor
anti-hybrid
embryo 

Numbers of broadly pro- anti-
hybrid embryo stories written by 

different kinds of reporter

Numbers of pro- or anti-hybrid 
embryo sources quoted by 
different kinds of reporter

n=646 n=427


