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Many federal researchers are uncertain of agency media policies and whether they
can discuss the policy implications of their work, according to a new study that calls
on agencies to clarify their guidelines and boost training.

In a study of media and publication policies at NASA, the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration and the National Institute of Standards and
Technology, Government Accountability Office reviewers found that only two-thirds
of researchers surveyed were confident that they understood policies on media
interviews and press releases well enough to comply with them. Nearly half were
confused about whether they were allowed to talk about the policy implications of
their research.

GAO estimated that only 6 percent -- or about 200 -- of researchers at the three
agencies had been denied requests to disseminate research results during the past
five years. Some were told the denial was due to the sensitivity of the issue or
security concerns, while others were not given a reason. In some cases, though, the
researchers were subsequently granted requests to publicize their research through
an alternate route, like substituting a peer-reviewed publication for giving a talk at a
conference.
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Background: Researchers at federal agencies disseminate their research results
through a variety of approaches, including scientific publications, presentations, press
releases, and media interviews. Because of recent concerns about some federal
researchers possibly being restricted from disseminating their research on controversial
topics, GAO determined (1) the policies that guide the dissemination of federal research
at the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), the National Institute of
Standards and Technology (NIST), and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration (NOAA); (2) how effectively these agencies have communicated their
policies to researchers; and (3) the extent to which researchers have been restricted in
disseminating their research.
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