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‘The next big thing’. It evokes all kinds of wistful images ripe for flashy magazine front covers and website splash pages. Maybe a well-dressed woman holding a martini (In a futuristic glass of course) stepping into a self-driving car. Or will we see an artist’s impression of a well groomed man donning a slick VR headset deciding what world to explore from the comfort of his minimalistic bachelor pad? It is more than likely both of these images, or something strikingly similar, will accompany a variety of articles, blogs and shows in the coming months and years. But is it really a new piece of technology or discovery that the scientific community should be focusing on? Is it really what we should mean by ‘the next big thing’?
When it comes to none science focused publications like national newspapers new technologies and reports of scientific breakthroughs tend to dominate headlines from the ‘Science & Technology’ field. And this is for good reason: they evoke possibilities and fire our imagination for the future, let’s face it new things are inherently exciting. It also makes us feel like we are on the cutting edge of discovery ourselves, right there in the room wearing safety spec’s and a gleaming white lab coat waiting with anticipation for that mythic ‘eureka!’ moment. But maybe this quick media hit of information week to week is not the best way for the public to get their scientific information. After all they are the people expected to consume, use and buy into the new technologies and breakthroughs. So, how many people excited for driverless cars or the next wave of VR headsets know the scientific credentials of the journalist typing up their attention grabbing headlines? How many know how to check facts and how to correctly interpret data themselves? Or even to spot if a journalist’s interpretation of a single report is enough to make bold statements about the future. Or worst of all notice if they are actually reading deeply cynical sponsored content? Is that seldom used and barely remembers science GCSE or O level really enough for either the reader or even writer for that matter of such headlines to base decisions on? 

So, maybe when we talk about ‘the next big thing’ we should not add fuel to the fire and make bold statements like ‘Driverless cars!’ or ‘Virtual Reality!’ but instead try to help people understand the truth behind bold statements. Maybe the next big thing should not be a thing at all but an attempt to cultivate a more critical scientific state of mind among the general public. After all do we want to live in a world were a woman would step into a driverless car holding a drink not knowing how it works having just bought it from someone else who also does not know how it works? Or let someone don a VR headset all day without even being aware it may (Or may not) result in long-term vergence-accommodation problems.
In a world in which technology is integral to our lives and it is becoming more and more advanced maybe we should try and steer away from the ‘I just want it to work’ attitude and begin to engage with science instead of merely consuming it and waiting for ‘the next big thing’.
