News infocus

from papers. And then when you do a search,
you're actually searching over those claims,”
says Olson. Consensus staff manually flag
contentious or disproven claims — for exam-
ple, that vaccines cause autism, says Olson.
“We want to get to a state where all of that is
automated,” says Salem, “reproducing what
anexpertinthisfield would doto detect some
shoddy research.”

Meghan Azad, a child-health paediatrician
at the University of Manitoba in Winnipeg,
Canada, asked Consensus whether vaccines
cause autism, and was unconvinced by the
results, which said that 70% of research says
vaccines do not cause autism. “One of the cita-
tions was about ‘do parents believe vaccines
cause autism?’, and it was using that to calcu-
lateits consensus. That’s not aresearch study

giving evidence, yesor no, it’s just asking what
people believe.”

Mushtaq Bilal, a postdoctoral researcher
at the University of Southern Denmark in
Odense, tests Al tools and tweets about how
to get the most out of them. He likes Elicit,
and has looked at Consensus. “What they’re
tryingtodois very useful. If you have ayes/no
question, it willgive youa consensus, based on
academicresearch,” hesays. “Itgives me alist
of the articles that it ran through to arrive at
this particular consensus.”

Azad sees a role for Al search engines in
academicresearch in future, for example in
replacing the months of work and resources
required to pull together a systematic review.
But for now, “I'mnot sure how muchlcantrust
them. So I'mjust playing around,” she says.

RACIAL INEQUALITIES
DEEPENED IN US PRISONS

DURING COVID

The proportion of incarcerated people who were
Black and Latino increased during the pandemic.

By Myriam Vidal Valero

he COVID-19 pandemicbrought about

the largest decrease of the US prison

population in the country’s history.

Now, newly compiled data show that

white people disproportionately ben-
efited from this reduction.

Around the pandemic’s start in early 2020,
the proportions of Black and Latino peoplein
the US prison population began to increase,
while the proportion of white people started

decreasing. The researchers who made the
discovery, published on 19 April, attribute it
largely tothe shorter sentencing, on average,
that white people receivein US courts (B.Klein
et al. Nature https://doi.org/jérr; 2023).
(Although the word ‘Latino’ is used through-
out thisstory, the study included women, men
and other genders where datawere available).

“This finding is somewhat unexpected
because of the progress that’s been made in
recent decadesinreducing prison populations
and racial disparities in them,” says Robert

PRISON DISPARITIES

During the height of pandemic restrictions, the proportions of incarcerated people in the United States
who were Black and who were Latino* rose, while the proportion who were white fell.
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Sampson, asociologist at Harvard University
in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

During the first year of the COVID-19
pandemic, the size of the US prison population
droppedbyatleast17%: courtsinalmost every
state closed, admissions fell to about 30% of
pre-pandemic levels and roughly 200,000
people were released.

Toinvestigate the impact of this change on
the racial composition of prisons, research-
ersinbiology, mathematics, datascience and
history compiled more than20 years’ worth of
demographic records on prison populations
inall 50 states and Washington DC.

Black and Latino people are dispropor-
tionately incarcerated in the United States
relative to their share of the general popula-
tion. The researchers found that the propor-
tion of incarcerated Black people had been
decreasing in the seven years before 2020
(see ‘Prisondisparities’). InMarch 2013, Black
people accounted for about 41.6% of prison
populations. By March 2020, the percentage
had fallen to 38.9%. But by November 2020,
during the height of COVID-19 restrictions, the
percentage of incarcerated people who were
Black climbed back up to 39.8%.

Surprising reversal

Toexplainthereversal, the researchers exam-
inedracial differences inadmissions, releases
and sentencing. Neither admissions nor
releases alone could explain the trend.

The team found that the trend could be
explained largely by the longer sentences
that Black people receive, on average, com-
bined with the pandemic-induced reduction
inadmissions. “Black people are, on average,
serving sentences that are 20% longer than
white people,” says study co-author Brennan
Klein, a network scientist at Northeastern
University in Boston, Massachusetts.

The team found that the proportion of
imprisoned people who were Latino increased
aswell, but not by as much as the proportion of
those who were Black. This was mainly because
the differences in sentencing for Latino peo-
ple compared with white people vary between
states. Forexample, inIllinois, both Black and
Latino people serve longer sentences than
white people do, butin Texas, white and Latino
people’s sentences are similar.

By the end of 2021, the proportion of incar-
cerated peopleinthe United States who were
Blackor Latino had returned to pre-pandemic
levels, as admission rates began to increase.
But the study’s authors hope their results
will help to reshape how the criminal-justice
system addresses racial inequalities. “We can
look at the way that we sentence people, who
wesentence and how long we sentence people.
Andthatalone will help usreduce these really
alarming disparities,” says Elizabeth Hinton,
a historian at Yale University in New Haven,
Connecticut, and a co-author of the study.

B.KLEIN ET AL. NATURE HTTPS://DOIL.ORG/J6RR (2023)





