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Medicine and the media

SIR,-Your interesting article on medicine
and the media (13 June, p 1947) provides a
useful analysis of some potential sources of
conflict. A working group in medical ethics,
of which I am chairman, has recently explored
part of the same ground, following a number
of widely discussed instances in the Northern
Region in which local press representatives
adopted distasteful methods when investigating
medical matters.

Like the participants at your conference,
we fully recognise the supreme importance
of a free press. Like them we also believe
that conflicts of interest can best be resolved
by deliberate efforts to establish mutual
confidence between the professions, at local
as well as national level.
On the whole we have few complaints about

feature articles in the press on medical matters.
They are usually written by competent and
experienced contributors who know how to
draw on expert medical opinion. News items,
on the other hand, are more likely to be
written by unspecialised reporters, and we
studied a number of cases in which the
reports were harmfully inaccurate, sensational,
and painful to those involved. Even when an
article is substantially correct, it can be
distorted in its presentation by a subeditor's
headline.

Newspapers and the broadcasting media
are in a competitive business, in which speed
is of the essence, and which places a high
premium on "human interest" stories.

Doctors, on the other hand, are protective
towards their patients and their professional
colleagues, and belong to a large organisation
which is traditionally less than open in its
dealings with the press and the public. News-
men are naturally suspicious of such organ-
isations, not least those which have Government
backing and wield great power, and may well
prefer their own channels of communication
to official handouts.
From the point of view of the medical

profession, there can be no compromise on
the principle that a doctor does not disclose
details about his patients, or even their
identity, nor does he comment publicly on
the work of other doctors. There may,
however, be special circumstances, such as
heart transplants or the birth of sextuplets,
which are known to be of particular public
interest because of their comparative rarity,
when the consent of those involved can be
given for the release of factual information;
but doctors recognise an obligation not to be
drawn into giving personal opinions regarding
treatment or prognosis. They may wish to be
present, though, in order to correct possible

errors if their patients are themselves being
interviewed by the media.
The direct approach to patients or their

relatives by representatives of the media can
be a cause of much distress, especially in a
time of bereavement. "The patient angle" has
a high human interest, and is often quicker
and easier to obtain than the official medical
story, especially when the doctors concerned
cannot be easily identified or contacted, and
may in any case be reluctant to comment.
Sometimes patients and relatives may them-
selves welcome publicity as giving a measure
of comfort and relief by increasing the public
significance of what they are suffering. The
value of such publicity must be weighed
against the potential harm caused by the
dissemination of misleading information.

Conflicts of interest of the kind thus briefly
sketched cannot be wholly avoided. It is
clear, however, from the experience in some
regions, that their worst effects can be
mitigated if care is taken to create trust and
provide appropriate channels of communica-
tion.
A possible way of doing this in a particular

region might be to arrange regular meetings,
possibly on an annual basis, between members
and senior officers of regional health auth-
orities and the editors of newspapers and


