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Version française disponible.

Evidence Matters aims to place evidence at the heart of navigating 
everyday life. Our resources seek to empower you to effectively 
use evidence to inform your decisions and to hold individuals and 
organizations accountable for the claims they make.  



A GUIDE TO ASKING FOR EVIDENCE 3

Picture this. You’re watching the news. You hear a politician say in  
an interview that their government has the best record on climate action, 
and then you see a commercial for a natural aluminum-free antiperspirant 
that is safer than other brands. Both of these claims sound good to you 
but you’re not sure how true they are and you want to better understand 
the evidence behind these statements. But, should you even bother  
to ask for more information? 

The short answer is yes! You have the right to ask for evidence. 
Evidence allows you to make informed decisions about different aspects 
of your life, and helps you understand how decisions made by others, 
especially the government, affect you and your community. 

In fact, asking for evidence has broader implications. By asking 
for evidence, you are holding people and organizations 
accountable for the statements, promises, and decisions they make. 
If public figures or companies want us to take an action, such as voting 
for them or buying their products, they should be transparent about the 
evidence behind their claims. The more public demand there is for using 
and sharing evidence, the more responsibility those making the claims 
will feel in order to maintain their audience, profit, or support base. 
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1 
I want to try to better  
understand a claim before  
I reach out. How can I find  
the evidence on my own?
How to track down sources mentioned  
in a policy announcement, an ad, or the news: 
	 •	� Look for links or references to a scientific study, a report, a survey,  

or data supporting the claim. 
	 •	� Often you will see a reference formatted as “Smith et al., Journal 

of Medicine, 2020,” or written as “based on research by Smith 
conducted at the University of Toronto.” A good reference should 
provide enough information for you to do an online or library  
search to track down the original source.

EXAMPLES OF EVIDENCE
1	� A scientific study - Claire Khouja et al. 2022. Consumption  

and effects of caffeinated energy drinks in young people:  
an overview of systematic reviews and secondary analysis  
of UK data to inform policy. The British Medical Journal.  
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2020-047746   

2	� A government report based on Statistics Canada survey 
data - Gu, W. 2022. The value of unpaid childcare and paid 
employment by gender: What are the impacts of the low-fee 
universal child care program. Economic and Social Reports, 2(7). 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.25318/36280001202200700003-eng. 

https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/12/2/e047746
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-627-m/11-627-m2022043-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/36-28-0001/2022007/article/00003-eng.htm
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Let’s look at the example of 
a recent trend: many people 
are switching to “natural” 
aluminum-free deodorants or 
antiperspirants because they 
are “safer than traditional 
underarm products.” Let’s 
investigate the claim made in 
this blog post that aluminum 
in underarm products is 
potentially harmful!

“I was persuaded to ditch my drugstore antiperspirant by a yoga 
teacher friend. ‘Don’t you know that stuff is full of poison?’ she said 
when I whipped out a stick of deodorant after an Ashtanga class. 
Admittedly, I had no idea that aluminum, the active ingredient in most 
antiperspirants, is potentially harmful, with studies having raised 
questions about its link to cancer.” 

— (Vogue, 2021)

https://www.vogue.com/article/natural-deodorants-aluminum-free-antiperspirant-megababe-aesop
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The blog post links to the NIH National Cancer Institute website,  
which includes citations to several scientific studies on PubMed  
(a database of scientific studies) examining the relationship between 
underarm products and breast cancer, as well as the effects of 
aluminum on the body.

Most of the citations actually contradict the statement in the blog post 
saying that aluminum in antiperspirants may be harmful, but let’s look  
for more information elsewhere. 

(NIH National Cancer Institute, 2016)

https://www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/causes-prevention/risk/myths/antiperspirants-fact-sheet
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/about/
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How to search for information effectively  
using online search engines:
	 •	 �Be specific: Searching “Health Risks of Energy Drinks’’ will give 

more specific results than “Effects of Energy Drinks.” Try different 
combinations of keywords if needed. 

	 •	� Avoid confirmation bias: Avoid doing searches using  questions  
or statements that imply a certain answer. For example, searching 
“How many grams of protein does an adult need per day?” will  
return more neutral results than “Adults eat too much protein” 

	 •	 Modify your search with symbols to obtain more specific results: 

Symbol Meaning Example

Plus (+) Ensures specific words 
must be present in the  
search results

Statistics Canada survey + household income
This will only give us Statistics Canada  
surveys on the topic of household income.

Minus (-) Excludes words to filter 
out information you 
don’t need

Airborne diseases - COVID-19
This will give you information on airborne  
diseases that are not COVID-19

Quotation 
marks (“ ”)

Quotations allow  
you to search for  
an exact phrase

“Sensodyne toothpaste reduces sensitivity  
in 30 minutes” 
This will only give us results that have these 
exact words, in the same exact order.

We’ll use Aluminum antiperspirants + safety as our search phrase, which 
results in a number of articles, as well as a link to published research 
on the topic. (Tip: Check out our Companion Guide: Understanding 
Scientific Studies to learn about the basics of scientific studies!)
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To get the most accurate information, we want to focus on articles 
that link to real scientific studies, such as this article by healthline, 
this one by the New York Times, and even this piece by teen vogue. 
We learn that there’s currently no established scientific link between 
deodorant/antiperspirants containing aluminum and health issues 
such as cancer or Alzheimer’s disease. 

So, we now know that the existing evidence does not support 
the claim that natural antiperspirants are safer than aluminum 
antiperspirants, but you’re intrigued by the “anti-odorant” brand 
NatureStick (fictional) anyways because your friends are raving  
about it. You check out NatureStick’s FAQ section and come across 
the following information.

We believe our products should never harm your health or the 
environment. Therefore, NatureStick only contains ingredients 
that are as harmless as possible. The active component used in 
NatureStick is microsilver, which is a natural (certified) ingredient.” 
— (quote from NatureStick FAQ section)

In the New York Times article, you remember reading that the term 
“natural” has no standardized regulatory definition, so you want to  
know what NatureStick means when they say “natural (certified) 
ingredient.” 

If you’re looking for evidence behind a product or policy and no source 
is mentioned, or you can’t find the information you need, it’s a good 
opportunity to ask for evidence! 

https://www.healthline.com/health/what-to-know-about-aluminum-in-deodorant#uses-for-aluminum
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/09/well/live/natural-deodorant-questions.html
https://www.teenvogue.com/story/deodorant-aluminum-safety-what-you-should-know


A GUIDE TO ASKING FOR EVIDENCE 9

How do I ask  
for evidence? 
Asking a company, influencer, or organization: 
If you are going to take action for a company or organization, you have 
a right to accurate information about what you are buying or supporting. 
Emailing the person or organization making the claim, or reaching out  
on social media, are both good ways to start a conversation. Most 
company websites will also have a phone number you can call, either  
to ask questions or to direct you to the right people.   

Asking a municipal, provincial/territorial,  
or federal elected representative:  
Public servants at all levels of government have a duty to answer your 
questions or to help you find answers. Contact information for elected 
representatives can typically be easily found with an online search or 
using specific search tools on the governing body website. For example, 
the City of Ottawa has a Find Your Ward and Councillor tool, while the 
Legislative Assembly of Ontario has a landing page with links to a  
“Find my Member of Provincial Parliament” tool and contact information 
for all the members. 

Similarly, at the federal level, the House of Commons website allows  
you to “Find Members of Parliament” on their public database, where  
you can search for current and past members by name, constituency,  
or postal code. 

While it is easier to send an email, a direct phone call or physical mail  
is often more likely to elicit a response from your elected official.   

2 

https://ottawa.ca/en/city-hall/mayor-and-city-councillors
https://www.ola.org/en/get-involved/contact-mpp
https://www.ola.org/en/members
https://www.ola.org/en/members/current/contact-information
https://www.ourcommons.ca/members/en
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Asking a journalist or media outlet: 
Credible news outlets strive for accuracy in their reporting and typically 
provide ways for the public to hold them accountable when mistakes  
are made. Media outlets usually have a contact person or a website 
section where you can make a complaint or ask a question. Some  
articles even provide contact information within the piece themselves, 
and will encourage readers to reach out with questions.  

For example, if you believe a news article falls under the category 
of misinformation (inaccurate or false information) or disinformation 
(deliberately false information with the intention to mislead), you could:  

	 •	� Write to the journalist  
directly: find the journalist’s 
contact details listed on the 
news website, or contact 
them on social media.

	 •	� Check the media outlet’s 
contact page to determine 
who else you could reach  
out to.

	 •	� Contact their news 
Ombudsman (the person 
appointed to investigate 
complaints) or a public editor 
to ask for evidence or to  
flag the article as misleading. 

		  –	� Depending on where 
you read the article, you 
may also be able to use 
features on social media 
(e.g., flagging a post as 
harmful), in addition to 
reaching out to the  
media outlet.

https://cbc.radio-canada.ca/en/ombudsman/contact
https://cbc.radio-canada.ca/en/ombudsman
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What do I ask? 
Your message can be very straightforward! It can be as simple as: 

To Whom it May Concern,

I’m contacting you today in regards to the [claim/decision] I [saw/
read/heard] made by [you/ your organization/your government]  
that [insert claim/decision]. 

I’d like to know more about the information behind this [claim/
decision]. Can you please provide me with the supporting evidence?   

Looking forward to hearing from you,

[your name, organization]

Here are some additional phrases you can add, depending on your request: 

	 •	� I’m a constituent in your riding and want to better understand  
the decision made by [you / your government] because it affects 
[my ability to do X / my access to X / etc].

	 •	� I’d like to know more about the process involved in reaching  
this decision.

	 •	� I have a background in [topic] and am concerned this [claim / 
decision] is not supported by current evidence [provide examples].    

	 •	� I frequently [read / listen to] and enjoy your [articles / radio or tv 
segments], but I am concerned by the claim you made in [insert 
article / show] where you said [insert claim], as it is [misleading /  
not supported by current science / etc].     

3 
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In many cases, it may also be helpful to introduce yourself and indicate 
your interest or involvement in the topic at hand. This will provide context 
and a human touch to your request! 

For our example, NatureStick has a Contact Us page with a submission 
form and an email address. Our message could be something like: 

“I’m trying to learn more about NatureStick before I buy it and I came 
across the phrasing “natural (certified)” in the FAQ section of your 
website. I was under the impression that the term “natural” does not 
have a standard regulatory definition. Can you please clarify what 
you mean by this in the context of your product? Thank you!” 

It’s important to encourage dialogue! The person 
being contacted may feel like you are challenging them 
on their claim, and could get defensive or try to shut 
down the conversation. Regardless of how justified you 
feel in asking for more information, the discussion will  
be more productive if you approach it with respect, an 
open mind, and a willingness to listen. Above all, refrain 
from personal attacks.

If you’re having trouble framing the question or finding the  
right people to talk to, feel free to get in touch with us via email  
(info@evidencefordemocracy.ca). We’re happy to help you  
on your quest for evidence! 

mailto:info%40evidencefordemocracy.ca?subject=
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What if the response 
isn’t what I was  
hoping for?
It’s entirely possible that you never receive a response, or the 
response may be defensive, combative, or confusing. While this can 
be discouraging, don’t give up! Remember, you have a right to this 
information, and you can follow up if their response is hard to understand 
or incomplete. You may need to try again or find a new way to reach out. 
Or maybe you simply commit to asking for evidence in other situations  
in the future. Whatever happens, know that asking for evidence is all  
part of civic engagement. You’re making a difference, one conversation 
at a time. 

4 

What if they provide 
evidence but I can’t 
understand the answer? 
Head to our other guide,  
How to Understand Evidence,  
to learn more about how to  
identify and critically evaluate 
evidence used to back up claims 
on social media, in the news,  
or by politicians! 
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