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EDITORIAL

The importance of the lay press to all medical
practitioners is increasing. Not only does it report
the more dramatic aspects of our professional
activities, but now that we in Britain are national-
ized the lay press rightly feels that it should keep
a watch on us to see that we are doing our jobs
properly. Waiting times in hospital out-patients,
the inadequacy of the premises from which some
doctors practise ard the cost of the Health Service
are examples of what has already been discussed.
In our view this is on the whole a good thing.
Much of the criticism has been constructive and
there has been a great deal of truth in what has
already been written. It is from the reporting of
what is spectacular or dramatic that harm can be
done. Few of these reports result from an inter-
view with the doctors concerned; usually the source
of the newspapers' information is the patient, his
relatives or the lay staff of a hospital. This ex-
plains why the facts are so often muddled. The
greatest harm that such reports can do is to raise
false hopes. A headline may convey the impres-
sion that an effective treatment for cancer has been

discovered when in fact all that it has to report is
the construction of a bigger and more powerful
radiotherapy unit. Responsible medical advice
would correct these false impressions, although the
press report would lose thereby much of its
glamour.

Another type of article advertises an individual
or an institution. Whilst for an individual to
advertise is unethical, in most cases he has no
knowledge that his name is to be mentioned because
the interview with the reporter was conducted by
a hospital porter or the patient's uncle, and some-
times the first knowledge that he has done something
of news value is when he reads about it in the
papers. A most annoying result of having one's
name quoted in the lay press is the great rush of
peculiar and unusual patients it brings to one's
door or one's telephone; usually their disability is
imaginary or the enquiry is on behalf of a-relative
living on the other side of the world. Advertising
by an institution is, on the other hand, justified,
particularly if it coincides with an appeal for
financial support or some other benefit.
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