AN INTRODUCTION TO USEFUL SCIENCE
Useful Science (usefulscience.org) is a not-for-profit website whose mission is to make primary
research more accesible to the general public. We do this by condensing scientific articles
that are useful to everyday life into one-sentence lay summaries. Here are some examples:
After visiting zoos and aquariums, people have a better understanding of biodiversity and
knowledge of actions that they can take to protect it.
Conservation Biology

Environment

Education

Pregnant women who get the flu shot may substantially decrease their infant's risk of
catching the flu over their first six months of life, before they are eligible for the vaccine.
The Lancet

Parenting

Health

The optimal noise level for carrying out abstract thinking and creative tasks is 70 dB,
which is the average noise level of a coffee shop.
Journal of Consumer Research

Productivity

For retirees, being part of a social group like a book club, church, or sports group after
retirement was linked to increased longevity and a higher quality of life.
BMJ Open

Happiness

Health

WHO ARE WE?
Our team of volunteer contributors are graduate students, scientists, science writers, and
educators from all around the globe. Working together remotely, our diverse scientific
backgrounds allow us to cover primary research articles from a variety of fields. Useful
Science got its start in 2013 at McGill University in Montreal, Canada and since then has
welcomed over 100 contributors.

OUR PROCESS
1. CURATE. Our team of grad students,
scientists, teachers, and science writers
chooses from recent scientific papers
that are relevant to everyday life.

4. PUBLISH. We post our summaries
online on our website and share them
in our e-newsletter and RSS feed.

2. SUMMARIZE. We read the paper
and summarize its main finding into
one (or sometimes two) sentences.

5. PODCAST. We go into more depth
and discuss our favorite summaries on
our monthly podcast.

3. REVIEW. At least three editors
approve each summary for accuracy
in an internal peer-review process.

6. TWEET. We tweet at the authors of
papers we summarize to ask them for
feedback.

TIPS FOR WRITING SUMMARIES
Whether youʼre a Useful Science contributor, an aspiring science writer, or a curious reader,
the following tips can help focus and improve your scientific writing for a lay audience.

FIND SOMETHING TO WRITE ABOUT
Itʼs easier to get someone to care about a study that they can relate to. On usefulscience.org,
we prioritize findings that fall into one of our ten categories relevant to everyday life:
Nutrition

Education

Fitness

Happiness

Health

Environment

Parenting

Persuasion

Productivity

Sleep

How do you find a journal article? Research a topic that interests you on academic search
engines like Google Scholar, PubMed, ScienceDirect, or DOAJ (Directory of Open Access
Journals). Or, browse news and publishing sites with reliable science reporting: New York
Times Health, The Atlantic Health, ScienceDaily, PsyBlog, EurekAlert, BPS Research Digest.

WRITE CLEARLY

Use the active voice whenever possible. Donʼt assume your audience has any technical
knowledge - explain terms and acronyms. Aim to write for a 7th-8th grade reading level.
Ask yourself, would my mom/dad/grandparent understand most of this sentence?

TENSE MATTERS
Use past or present tense to indicate how generalizable the findings of a study are. Past
tense helps show that the studyʼs findings are the result of one trial as opposed to a large
body of literature. Present tense should be used for large, robust studies, reviews, and
meta-analyses. If there are recognizable limitations (e.g. the study was only performed in a
very specific population, or had a small sample size), mention them: In middle-aged women...

IT’S ABOUT PEOPLE
If the study has any human elements,
consider emphasizing these in the
wording. Rather than sitting is more likely
to lead to frailty, favor people who sit are
more likely to become frail.

EVERY WORD COUNTS
Use vocabulary to hint about how the
study was performed. Associated with
indicates the study had a correlational
design, while compared with suggests a
group design. If the study was done
using self-reported questionnaires,
mention this: People who reported poor sleep
quality had a greater risk of depression.
To get in touch:

usefulscience.org/contact

Be aware of terms that have diﬀerent
meanings for scientists and the public
Scientific term

Public meaning

Better choice

Enhance

Improve

Increase, intensify

Aerosol

Spray can

Tiny atmospheric particle

Positive trend

Good trend

Upward trend

Positive feedback

Good response

Self-reinforcing cycle

Theory

Hunch, speculation

Scientific understanding

Uncertainty

Ignorance

Range

Error

Mistake, wrong

Difference from exact number

Bias

Distortion

Offset from an observation

Sign

Indication

Plus or minus sign

Values

Ethics, money

Numbers, quantity

Manipulation

Illicit tampering

Scientific data processing

Scheme

Devious plot

Systematic plan

Anomaly

Abnormal occurrence

Change from long-term average
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