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Managing the media 2: a guide 
for the foundation year doctor

Introduction
At some point, a journalist may approach 
you, or you may contact the media your-
self. This could be the medical or lay press.

You could be:
n	 Interviewed on radio or television
n	 Interviewed for a newspaper or maga-

zine
n	 Writing to/for a newspaper, magazine, 

journal or book yourself
n	 Writing on a message board with press 

access.
This is the second of two articles on deal-
ing with the media. The first covered 
speaking on radio (Hooke, 2010), and 
this one covers non-radio aspects. Above 
all, enjoy your encounters with the media. 
Build on them, and you may become 
famous rather than infamous. Journalists 
will call upon you in preference to others.

In print
Remember that journalists have got a job 
to do, just like you. They are under pres-
sure from their editors to obtain material 
and meet deadlines. Journalists are gener-
ally pleasant people, or they would not get 
far. They will flatter you for a story, but 
they will ask searching questions.

Be aware that your employer may not 
look kindly upon you saying anything 
controversial in their name. You may want 
to check with your trust’s communications 
office or simply not mention who you 
work for. You can be quoted as: ‘Yorkshire 
junior doctor Rachel Hooke says…’ rather 
than: ‘Rachel Hooke, a junior doctor 
at Yorkshire County Hospital, says…’ 
As with speaking on the radio (Hooke, 
2010), do not be tempted to criticize your 
workplace, no matter how strongly you 
feel.

If you are interviewed for a magazine 
or newspaper, ask the journalist to send 
you a transcript beforehand of what he/

she is planning to publish. This will not 
always happen, but it can be quite reveal-
ing. Whatever you say can be taken out of 
context. Reporters can omit part of your 
sentence or put two sentences together 
to cast an entirely different meaning on 
affairs. Do watch affirmative answers. Be 
aware that if you answer simply ‘yes’ or 
‘no’, a whole quotation can be attributed 
to you. For instance, if I say ‘yes’ to the 
question: ‘Do you think X is an idiot?’, 
this will be reported as: ‘Dr Hooke says: “I 
think X is an idiot”.’ You may be surprised 
and wonder if you really gave those quo-
tations. The journalist may have twisted 
your words, hoping that you will agree. 
If you are to be anonymous, this may be 
acceptable, because your peers will not 
recognize the phraseology as yours. If your 
words are taken completely out of context 
in your name without prior consent, then 
that is bad form. You have to assume that 
everyone believes what they read or hear in 
the press, even educated doctors.

Journalists can make genuine mistakes 
and not intend to mislead. They may be 
ignorant. Those working for the medical 
press are generally familiar with systems 
and jargon. However, the lay press may still 
not grasp concepts, such as what different 
types of doctors do, or what their responsi-
bilities are. Stories can become exaggerated 
to the point of being apocryphal, particu-
larly if copied without the original source 
being consulted. Editors can also have a 
hand in making disadvantageous changes, 
perhaps without realizing.

If you have got no comment on a par-
ticular issue, do not be afraid to say just 
that. If you really do not want to answer 
a question, the only thing you can say 
is: ‘No comment.’ If you say anything 
else, you will get drawn into conversation 
and quoted, perhaps to your detriment. 
Journalists can use the ‘no comment’ get-
out to make people look foolish, but that 
is better than being quoted saying some-
thing controversial.

Bear in mind that two can play games 
and you can also use the media to try and 
put across your own message. Despite 
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these tales of woe, by working construc-
tively with journalists, both you and they 
can benefit.

When writing for a magazine, news-
paper or newsletter yourself then, again, 
the same rules apply. You need to be 
aware about consulting your trust’s press 
office and being careful what you say 
and how you describe yourself, includ-
ing your job title. You could write for 
your trust’s regular newsletter or magazine. 
Relatively few foundation doctors do. This 
may be because they are not encouraged to, 
because no-one else has done so, or because 
they do not feel part of the corporate cul-
ture. Writing for journals is a whole differ-
ent topic and will not be covered here.

Other media
You have to be careful when using profes-
sional and non-professional message boards 
(Cassidy et al, 2008), including when off 
duty. You may still be identified from your 
username and details given, even if your 
profile is hidden. As with other media, you 
may still be associated with your trust even 
if you do not reveal it in any way.

Be careful about speaking out at any 
meetings or conferences you attend, in case 
the press are there. You will not want to find 
yourself under threat of disciplinary action 
when you return to work, particularly if the 
hospital has been identified in some way.

On television, do not be afraid to make 
strong eye contact with your interviewer, 

as looking away can be very noticeable. Be 
aware of what you are wearing, unless you 
are encountered unexpectedly in the street 
by a reporter. Aim to look smart and pro-
fessional. As with radio, try not to sound 
nervous and do not allow yourself to be put 
off by unexpected questions.

Conclusions
Check with your employer’s communica-
tions department before speaking to the 
media. You can get the media on your 
side but, ultimately, they have to sell their 
story. Ask if you can read any transcript 
before the story is published. Cultivate 
relationships with the media and enjoy the 
experience. BJHM
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Key Points
n	 Speak to your trust’s communications department before anything is circulated in your name and/or 

theirs.

n	 Ask to read the transcript before printing.

n	 Build up good relationships with journalists.

n	 There is nothing to stop you writing for your trust’s publication.

n	 Be careful when writing on message boards or speaking at conferences.


