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Review question(s)
1. Do health-related scientific studies reported in media articles and shared on social and traditional media:

a. Demonstrate a strong causal relationship between exposure and outcome?

b. Use language that appropriately reflects the strength of causal inference in the study?

2. Do health research-related media articles shared on social and traditional media:

a. Accurately report scientific study findings?

b. Critically assess the strength of causal findings of the scientific article?

c. Reflect the strength of language used by the authors of the scientific article?

Searches
We systematically identify widely shared media articles pertaining to single studies with a health outcome, using
Facebook and Twitter social media sharing statistics generated from the NewsWhip Insights platform. The
NewsWhip Insights dataset is based on a privately operated social media crawler, which has been collecting data
since the beginning of 2014. The platform identifies media stories, and tracks how those stories are distributed on
social media platforms. The stories are then categorized internally into non-exclusive story “types,” including a
category for news. Tracking for each story continues for one month after it is published and includes statistics on how
many times it is shared on social media networks (e.g. Facebook, Twitter, Reddit, LinkedIn, etc.). The dataset can be
queried, using titles, time periods, and content to filter results. We will query the Insights dataset to generate a list of
health news articles pertaining to new research studies published in 2015 (published from January 1, 2015 0:00 EST
to December 31, 2015 11:59:59 EST). 

The search terms for this query are:

(categories:2) AND ((headline_en:"health" OR summary_en:"health") AND (headline_en:"study" OR

summary_en:"study") OR (headline_en:"research" OR summary_en:"research"))

where "categories 2" corresponds to NewsWhip’s internally curated categorization for sites containing news,
"headline_en" is the programmatically extracted headline of the story, and "summary_en" is the programmatically
generated content in English.

Types of study to be included
Media/scientific article pairs are defined as a news media article and its associated scientific study for the screening
process. Inclusion criteria are applied for each media/scientific article pair. The selection process is based on the
media article title and full article and the abstract of the scientific article.
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The inclusion criteria are: 

1. The URL link to media article is functional at the time of the review, leading to the main media article.

2. The news media article reports primarily about the findings from a single scientific article published in a peer-
reviewed academic journal.

3. The scientific article referred to in the media article is identifiable through academic library sources.

4. The news media article reports that the scientific article:

a. Has a main analysis of the form exposure (dependent variable) vs. outcome (independent variable).

b. Has a health outcome as one of its main outcomes (independent variables).

c. Has strongly related primary exposures/outcomes if multiple exposures/outcomes are

equally emphasized.

d. Is measured in a human population.

e. Is a primary study, and not a review or meta-analysis.

f. Has main results generated from a single identifiable statistical model.

5. The abstract of the scientific article:

a. Has a main analysis of the form exposure (dependent variable) vs. outcome (independent variable).

b. Has a health outcome as one of its main outcomes (independent variables).

c. Has strongly related primary exposures/outcomes if multiple exposures/outcomes are

equally emphasized.

d. Is measured in a human population.

e. Is a primary study, and not a review or meta-analysis.

f. Has main results generated from a single identifiable statistical model.

Note: 4f) and 5f) were added to the inclusion criteria list post-hoc after a case study and a journal article consisting of
multiple primary sub-studies were selected into the final review based on existing inclusion criteria

Condition or domain being studied
This review is about the quality of "popular" health research studies and the way in which this health research is
reported by the media.

Participants/ population
The 'population' / unit of analysis is health research studies.

Intervention(s), exposure(s)
The 'population' being study is health research studies (published in peer-reviewed journals) and corresponding media
reporting on these studies.

Comparator(s)/ control
There is no comparator group. This is a descriptive analysis of 'popular' health research studies.
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Outcome(s)
Primary outcomes
1) scientific article strength of causal evidence, 

2) scientific article language assessment regarding strength of causal evidence, 

3) media article language assessment regarding strength of causal evidence.

Secondary outcomes
None

Data extraction, (selection and coding)
Study Selection:

 The screeners will assess the pair for all inclusion criteria relevant at that level. If an article fails to meet any of the
inclusion criteria at a given level, a note on the reason(s) for rejection will be made, and the reviewer will move to the
next article. If the reviewer determines that the study either meets our inclusion criteria or that there is not enough

information to reject at the given level, the reviewer will proceed to review the media article at the next level. The
order of screening is below:

1. Media article title

a. Review for inclusion / exclusion criteria

b. If not rejected, continue to media article text level

2. Media article text

a. Review for inclusion / exclusion criteria

b. If not rejected, attempt to identify the scientific article associated with the media article

i. If scientific article identified and abstract located, continue to scientific article

abstract level

3. Scientific article abstract

a. Review for inclusion / exclusion criteria

b. If not rejected, accept the article into the final review sample and continue to data

extraction and storage

After the two primary reviewers complete their assessment of the media and scientific articles for inclusion /
exclusion criteria, the screening arbitrator will reconcile the lists for items to eliminate, making the final judgement
when reviewers disagree.

Data Abstraction:

Three reviewers will be randomly assigned to review each scientific article and the associated media article. Two will
serve as primary reviewers and the third person (the arbitrator) will be responsible for consolidating the two
independent data abstraction forms. All reviewers will be given an anonymous reviewer ID. The reviewers will not
know the identities of any of the other reviewers at any time, including after the study. All communication between
them will occur through the study administrators, and the file linking the reviewers’ identifying information with their
numerical ID will be encrypted.
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The screening arbitrator from screening phase will serve as the primary administrator for quality assessment/data
abstraction phase.

Risk of bias (quality) assessment
One of the primary outcomes of this study is a quality assessment of the scientific study. We have developed a review
tool to assess the quality of the included studies. The primary guidance for the development of this tool is from the
Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews of Interventions, most notably the GRADE approach.

Strategy for data synthesis
Statistical analysis will be primarily descriptive, reporting on the distribution of responses from the 50-100 arbitrator-
consolidated assessments. Associations between the responses from different questions will be assessed by simple
regression methodologies, such as ordinary least squares (OLS) and logistic regression as appropriate. All analysis
will be performed in R software. Code used for analysis will be made publicly available at the time of publication.

Analysis of subgroups or subsets
Subgroup analyses include:

1. Place of publication for a) scientific article and b) media article

2. Place of social media share: a) Facebook, b) Twitter
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