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Synthetic biologist Devang Mehta finds that writing perspectives helps his career.

OPINION WRITING
ISAWIN-WIN

Sharing your perspective and ideas can benefit
general readers and your career. By Jane Palmer

evang Mehta wrote his first opinion

piece in 2017 for online magazine

Slatewhen he was agraduate student

atETH Zurich, Switzerland (see go.na-

ture.com/3rf7Iwt). It had the provoca-
tivetitle, ‘Nobel Prizes Should Reward Science,
Not Scientists’. Since then, he has writtenmore
thanadozen others for publicationsincluding
Massive Science, Salon and Nature.

When colleagues ask Mehta, a synthetic biol-
ogist now at the Catholic University of Leuven,
Belgium, why heis such a prolific perspective
writer, his reasons include an obligation to
communicate science and enlightening poli-
cymakers. But he also points out another unex-
pected benefit: “Every single piece that I have
written so far has alwaysresulted in something
positive for my career.”

An opinion piece, often referred to as an
op-ed, commentary or guest essay, expresses
the author’s personal views on a topic. They

arewidely popular articles — the The New York
Timesprinted nearly 15,000 between 1970 and
2010. Many scientists might question using
precious time to craft an opinion piece when
they could be writing research publications,
but “the number of people who are going to
read that op-ed could be very different”, and
almost always higher, says bioinformatician
Philip Bourne at the University of Virginiain
Charlottesville, who co-authored ‘Ten Simple
Rules for Writing Scientific Op-Ed Articles’ in
PLOS Computational Biology'. “You are reach-
ing amuch more general audience.”

Many scientists underestimate the value of
their knowledge. In the current climate, more
researchers need to write opinion pieces to
counter anti-science sentiments and to build
trust in the scientific endeavour, says Trish
Hall, managing director at public affairs firm
Ridgely Walsh in Washington DC, who previ-
ously edited The New York Times op-ed page.

Research shows that opinion pieces can have
significant effects on the viewpoints of the
public and policy experts?. Writing perspec-
tivearticles gives scientists the chance toshare
their expertise and encourage people to think
inadifferent way. “It’'sabout cracking openthe
door of awareness,” Hall says.

Isitworthit?

It took several months for Lara Aknin and her
co-authors to write areview article quantify-
ingthe mental-healthimpacts of the COVID-19
pandemic?. But Aknin and two of her review
co-authors also spent an extra week prepar-
ing an opinion piece about the research and
their recommendations for The Atlantic (see
go.nature.com/3riyqki).

“We knew the academic paper would be pub-
lished months down the road and we were keen
toshare the findings as soon as possible,” says
Aknin, a social psychologist at Simon Fraser
University in Burnaby, Canada. The piece in
The Atlantic led to a meeting between pub-
lic-health specialists in the US Office of the
Surgeon General and the study’s researchers.

When Hoe-Han Goh, a plant biologist at
the National University of Malaysia in Bangi,
found out that Malaysia was lagging behind
other Asian countries when it came to growing
genetically modified crops, or even field test-
ingthem, it prompted himto write an opinion
piecein the New Straits Times (see go.nature.
com/3rot4kz). Readers pushed back on the
2015 article on the importance of cultivating
genetically modified organisms (GMOs), writ-
ingletterstothe editor opposingthe cropsin
Malaysia. Goh realized that the public didn’t
necessarily understand the research and the
value of modified crops, prompting him to
write more on the topic.

Researchersalso see the value in writing per-
spectives for other scientists. In 2023, Mehta
wrote an opinion piece for Nature (see Nature
619,437;2023) discussing the European Com-
mission’s law on the use of gene-editing tech-
nologies. His goal was to give an overview of
thelengthy and complexlegislation and point
out the scientific stumbling blocks, Mehta
says. “lcan’t expect every scientist toread [the
lawinfull], solthink an opinion piece that sets
out the pain points was valuable”.

Typically, the people who talk to policy-
makers or the public are senior scientists, or
perhapseventhose who areretired fromactive
research, but writing commentaries can give
early-career researchers a chance to share
their opinion, Mehta says. “It is valuable to
also have the voice of people who are actively
workinginthelab,” he says.
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More-established scientists can use opin-
ion pieces to explore thought-provoking
concepts, or even those that could funda-
mentally change current thinking. In 2021,
Bourne wrote a piece’ called ‘Is “Bioinformat-
ics” Dead?’, for example. “I've published aton
of papers,” Bourne says. “What I enjoy doing
now is stirring the pot.”

Unexpected benefits

Bournesays hisintentin the 2021 article was to
prompt researchers to think about the field’s
updated definition and potential. “Ultimately,
areal benefit to this kind of opinion piece is
justgetting a variety of people, including the
general public, thinking,” Bourne adds.

Both Bourne and Aknin say that writing
op-eds has forced them to think about sub-
jectsmoredeeply. For Aknin, reader feedback
has even led to study ideas. After co-author-
ing an article on the relationship between
spending on others and happiness®, readers
questioned whether the benefits the authors
found existed only in the wealthy nations
of the United States and Canada, where the
research was carried out. That led the scien-
tiststo conduct experimentsin lower-income
countries, including Ugandaand South Africa,
revealing the same link®.

When Steve Ecklund, host of Canadian
outdoor TV show The Edge, posted images of
apuma he’d killed for sport in 2017, editors
of The Globe and Mail asked wildlife scien-
tist Chris Darimont, to write about trophy
hunting of large carnivores (see go.nature.
com/3tev72u). Darimont, whois at the Univer-
sity of Victoriain Canada, posited that because
hunting can be seen as a form extraction of
publicresources, itissociety thatgetstogrant,
or withhold, permission to hunt.

The pieceinspired himto follow up withan
essay’ in Conservation Biologyin which he fur-
ther developed this concept of asocial licence
to hunt, arguing that the public overwhelm-
ingly supports hunting animals such as deer
for food, but not the hunting of large carni-
vores for trophies. The two pieces garnered a
lot of media and public attention, including a
guest slot onthe world’s largest hunting pod-
cast, MeatEater. “Hopefully I contributed to
thereal-world conversation surrounding tro-
phy hunting,” Darimont says.

Scientists often cite service to society as
motivation for writing perspective pieces
but they also list awide variety of professional
benefits. Anarticlein Natureaboutracism (see
Nature559,153;2018) resulted in Mehta advis-
ing the journal eLife on equity, diversity and
inclusion in science publishing. And his 2023
Nature article on gene editing led to Mehta’s
institute deploying him asits voice on the topic
for European media.

Like Mehta, Goh says that his 30 opinion
articles have earned him a reputation as an
authority in the field and have led to invites
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tospeak atevents. “Ithas been like a stepping
stone for more outreach,” Goh says.

Social anthropologist Elzbieta Drgzkiewicz
was once warned by a senior colleague that
her research on conspiracy theories related
tovaccine hesitancy among parentsinIreland
was too niche and a frivolous topic. Just a few
years later, during the COVID-19 pandemic,
Drazkiewicz’s expertise was in hot demand.

Ina2022 Naturearticle (see Nature 603, 765;
2022), Drazkiewicz, now at Lund University in
Sweden, called for compassion when study-
ing conspiracy theories and their adherents.
Afterits publication, scholars around the globe
reached outto Drazkiewicz, expanding her pro-
fessional network: “It really put me onthe map.”

Proceed with prudent passion

Writing an opinion piece requires a different
approach from writing research publications
(see ‘Eleven tips for crafting commentaries’).
Word counts are often short, typically 600-
800 words,andsoitisimportant to get straight
to the point. “One of the biggest challenges is
clearly, in one sentence, making the strongest
claimthat I canstill defend,” Aknin says.

Opinion articles should be based on real
data, Bourne says. But, as Hall adds, they
should not be simply a regurgitation of facts.
“It can’t just beinformation, it can’tjustbe an
analysis, there has to be some takeaway,” Hall
says. “That’s the hard part.”

An effective opinion piece should involve
storytelling, and apersonal element can make
it powerful, Hall says. Mehta, for example,
often narrates thathegrew upinindiaand saw
peoplego hungry. “There’sareasonwhy I care
so much about GMOs as a topic,” Mehta says.
“And itis important to communicate that, so
that the reader gets the connection.”

Mehta conveys passionin his articles, which
several researchers identify as a key ingredi-
ent of opinion writing. Others caution that

Lara Aknin’s op-ed sparked a new project.

Eleven tips
for crafting
commentaries

Communicate your perspective with
power and precision.

1.  Choose a timely and relevant topic.

2. Write a headline that makes readers
and editors want more. (But be
prepared for it to change.)

3. Grab the reader’s attention with a
compelling ‘hook’ or anecdote.

4. State your main argument in the first
few paragraphs.

5. Keep the piece short and focused —
make every word count.

6. Back up your arguments with facts,
statistics, examples and expertise.

7. Engage readers emotionally by using
personal stories or anecdotes.

8. Use short sentences, everyday
language and an informal tone.

9.  Avoid scientific jargon and acronyms.

10. Restate your argument in the
conclusion and end with a memorable
and thought-provoking statement.

11.  Once the article is accepted, get
ready for the hard work of revising it.

too much zeal can alienate readers who don’t
necessarily relate to your argument from the
outset. The goal is not to throw all your feel-
ingsoutthere, but to writeinaway thatisopen
enough to keep people reading, Drazkiewicz
says. But you have to be prepared that not
everyone will love what you write, she says.

Writing an opinion article can reap benefits
for the author and the readers, and although
the process is challenging, many researchers
say that they also find it fun. Drgzkiewicz’s
positive experiences have inspired her to
share her expertise on vaccine hesitancy more
often. “It takes courage to write an opinion
piece, but it is also extremely empowering,”
Drazkiewicz says. “It made me realize that my
voice matters.”

Jane Palmer is a freelance journalist in
Boulder, Colorado.
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