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For people interested in literary journalism, one of 
the big questions is why, apart from narrative and 

literary flair, is this form so appealing to readers? What 
are people’s psychological and physiological responses 
to receiving news via literary journalism versus con-
ventional journalism? Isabel Nery set out to find an-
swers to these questions and more by carrying out a 
study seldom seen in journalism. In Our Brain and 
the News: The Psychophysiological Impact of Journalism, 
Nery relays how psychophysiological mechanisms 
work in our brain and body when we are confronted 
with news in a journalistic format, both conventional 
and literary.

Nery is a renowned Portuguese literary journalist. 
She has written the latest biography of the poet Sophia de Mello Breyner Andresen 
(1919–2004), Sophia (2019), which is already in its fourth edition. She has also writ-
ten extensively on journalism and the medical sciences. Her work has been published 
in several Portuguese and international media outlets, and she holds a doctorate from 
the University of Lisbon.

Our Brain and the News starts with a dedication that is itself worthy of mention: 
“To Journalism lovers and all of those who believe Information and Knowledge can 
make a better world.” It is not just the “journalism lovers” that are emphasized but all 
those who still believe that information and knowledge can improve the world. In an 
era of rapid screen scrolling, torrents of information, post-truth(s), “fake news,” al-
gorithm-generated content, journalism lacking fact-checking and increasingly stifled 
by the rise of fundamentalism, extremism, and cancel culture, those who believe in 
Information and Knowledge, as Nery writes with capital letters, are those who, more 
than ever, possess the tools to reach the Truth.

The author was inspired to pursue literary journalism after reading John Hersey’s 
Hiroshima (1946). The book shaped her career and eventually became part of her 
doctoral research. For Nery, Hiroshima embodies a special type of journalism: “beau-
tiful as only literature can be and factual as only journalism can be” (ix). 

Because of her passion for literary journalism, Nery undertook an original ex-

periment: to examine the reactions that reading a conventional journalism text and a 
literary journalism text on the exact same subject provoke in a reader in psychophysi-
ological terms. What is felt? How do our mind and body react? Thus, this experiment 
was carried out under the umbrella of two scientific fields, Communication Sciences 
and Neurosciences. The text used for this experiment was none other than Hersey’s 
Hiroshima. 

In the preface of the book, Nery presents what can be called fears, though she 
never uses that word. These are the numerous challenges to the contemporary main-
tenance and viability of journalism as we knew it in the twentieth century or as we 
imagine its future: a business model, a reliable source of information, an aid to demo-
cratic societies, a seeker of truth. Today, the digital revolution has greatly dismantled 
journalism as a business. Moreover, with free information easily accessible on the 
internet, the journalist’s profession has become precarious, and many newspapers, 
magazines, and television and radio stations have been acquired by conglomerates. 
The list of challenges facing journalism is long, potentially the greatest being the “ex-
cess of information” that leads many of us to avoid the news (xii). This is perhaps one 
of the great fears of Nery the journalist, which she explains in the Preface, the fear of 
the decline of journalism and of our collective need for information, a fear that likely 
drove Nery the academic to seek a space where journalism still maintains all its social, 
democratic, and universal relevance.

A specialist in health and science journalism who is, as she herself states, accus-
tomed to translating complex information such as genetics and oncology for 

the lay public (2–3), Nery approached neurosciences with an ease that would have 
been impossible without this background. The experiment itself is simple: monitor 
the psychophysiological and cognitive reactions of subjects exposed to the reading 
of an original excerpt from Hiroshima, and the reading of a conventional journal-
ism text about the atomic bomb drop on Hiroshima on August 6, 1945. The goal 
was to answer the question: “How does one characterize, in cognitive and psycho-
physiological terms, the reception of news via conventional journalism and literary 
journalism” (38)? On the one hand, social science techniques were used, involving 
direct questioning of subjects about their reactions to each text or more simply, which 
text they preferred and why. On the other, neurosciences were employed with their 
arsenal of tools for verifying bodily states, such as the Multidimensional Assessment 
of Interoceptive Awareness (MAIA), which “assesses interoceptive sensitivity” (how 
the mind interprets sensory information)” (40) and the Pain Catastrophizing Scale 
(PCS), which measures the tendency of an individual to catastrophize pain on a scale 
from zero to four (40), involving measurements such as heart rate and reaction to 
painful stimuli. In short, the experiment cross-referenced all this information, allow-
ing the author to analyze the reactions to the reading of each text. 

Nery’s research showed that the conventional journalism piece “makes individu-
als more reactive and the literary journalism text reflects greater vulnerability, empha-
sizing individual differences” (93). By “reactive,” Nery explains that the “perception 
of pain tended to increase after reading the news text [conventional journalism], 
while, on the contrary, it decreased in a statistically significant way after reading 
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the literary journalism text” (93). Yet, the impact of the texts seems to depend on 
the emotional stability of the readers, which provoke different reactions to the writ-
ing style (57). It can, thus, be concluded that individuality plays a part in the psy-
chophysiological reception of news. Ultimately, the “data treated demonstrate that 
journalistic pieces of recognized quality and depth, such as Hersey’s reportage, have 
greater capacity to impact readers, provoking in them various emotions—and even 
physiological reactions” (95).

Because individual characteristics play a role in the reception of news, Nery’s re-
search also shows that variables like age and education come into the question. 

That is, there are more psychophysiological modifications the older and more educat-
ed an individual is (58). Thus, the conventional journalism piece elicited an increase 
in the response of emotions like “Kind” and “Attentive,” whereas the literary journal-
ism text decreased “the response of emotions like ‘Intense’ or ‘Bold’” (58). There are 
no universal reactions, the experiment demonstrates, as individuals are unique and 
that uniqueness contributes to the psychophysiological reception of news. In the end, 
when there are common effects, “they can only be small because they are diluted in 
heterogeneous users” (59).

When reading Nery’s book, readers are invited to think about the reception of 
messages as a process far beyond mere cognitive adherence or repulsion. There are 
numerous other factors at the individual level that make news reception a sensory 
experience. This investigation demonstrates that news elicits sensory reactions in ad-
dition to cognitive ones, highlighting the importance of considering how news recep-
tion modifies us at a sensory-cognitive level in the universe of fears alluded to by the 
author in the preface.

In a world of information degradation, our body and brain continue to react, 
and they will react even more to well-written, well-researched information. As “psy-
chophysiological” beings, our reactions reflect the quality of the information we re-
ceive. As the author states: “it is important to bear in mind that the human brain 
is not only the physiological basis of thoughts but also of emotions in a set that is a 
kind of prerequisite for human beings to understand each other” (56). Journalism 
evokes emotion. This does not mean we all share the same reactions to the same 
news or texts. Nery also warns that “the reception is intrinsically dependent on the 
individual psychological characteristics of each subject” (57). Nery’s findings about 
the individualized process by which we experience the news are supported by his-
tory. In contrast to the massification and homogeneity of the news vehiculated in the 
nineteenth-century press, the New Journalism, now known as literary journalism, 
emerged as a distinctive genre of journalism in the late nineteenth century, precisely 
because of its power to be experienced differently, and more individually, than news. 

There is one more aspect to highlight in Nery’s research. Correlatively, she aimed 
to understand something we have been intuitively guessing and for which we in-
creasingly seek scientific comfort. Which medium is more appealing to the reader-
receiver? Paper or digital? After questioning a sample of 500 university students, 
Nery concludes “most of the individuals we studied stated that they understood it to 
be different to read on paper or on a device. And they specified: for an ‘immersive 

reading’ they prefer paper. Likewise, an expressive majority of the subjects in the 
sample believes that they ‘assimilate . . . information better on paper’” (65). Thus, in 
the environment we find ourselves in today, the author’s results show that the most 
traditional platform, paper, takes the lead in terms of readers’ preference. 

Another conclusion to take from this work is that we are psychophysiological 
beings who need the emotion of touch, something that engages us both cognitively 
and in a sensory manner. This, ultimately, is an excellent reason to engage with this 
book and learn how our senses are affected by reading a message in a tangible plat-
form and how our brains react to news be it conveyed in literary journalistic form or 
in conventional journalism. The answer to the question of which journalism affects 
individuals more is for the reader to find out.


