
Bad Bugs Book Club Reading Guide I: The Hot Zone, by Richard Preston

The aim of the Bad Bugs Book Club is to get people interested in science, 
specifically microbiology, by reading books (novels) in which infectious disease 
forms some part of the story. We also try to associate books, where possible, with 
some other activity or event, to widen interest, and to broaden impact.

We have established a fairly fluid membership of our bookclub through our website 
In The Loop (www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop), but we hope to encourage others 
to join, to set up their own bookclub, suggest books and accompanying activities to 
us, and give feedback about the books that they have read, using our website as the 
focus for communication.

Our bookclub comprises both microbiologists and members of the general public. 
We felt that this would encourage some discussion on the science – accuracy, 
impact etc – as well as about the book.  .

The Hot Zone is described on its jacket as ‘one of the most terrifying books I’ve ever 
read’ (Arthur C Clarke). It describes the author’s search for the story of the 
emergence of Ebola virus, and the story itself, through his interviews with key 
players. It includes several graphic descriptions of symptoms, and some detailed 
scientific narratives. 

We coupled the book club reading event with a prior screening of the film ‘Outbreak’, 
starring Dustin Hoffman. The film depicts the emergence of Ebola in scenarios 
comparable to the book, although occasionally using rather more artistic license in 
some of the scientific aspects. Our meeting is described on a separate document. 

Some points for discussion are suggested below.

Discussion points:

Presentation:

Did you enjoy the book/film?

How did the film compare with the book in terms of similarities and difference of 
content?

http://www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop


How were the different personalities presented in the film and the book? Were they 
the same people? Were there similar characters?

Did you prefer the book or the film?

Which was more inspiring scientifically?

Which bits did you enjoy most?

Content:

Was the science interesting? Surprising? Accurate?

What were the implications of the emerging infection to the wider global population?

How topical is the content? 

Before reading this book, had you come across much information on infectious 
disease? If so, how did the book compare with your prior knowledge? Was it 
contradictory/confirmatory?

Has reading the booked had any impact on your thoughts around infectious diseases 
and how they are controlled?
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