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Letter

The FPM International 
Awards for Medical Writing 
in Social Media: a step in 
the right direction

We read the editorial by Singer and 
colleagues with great interest.1 It is 
encouraging to see the medical commu-
nity mobilising in this way in response to 
the threat of medical misinformation. This 
announcement is timely; as the coronavirus 
disease (COVID-19) pandemic escalates, 
we see more and more medical misin-
formation being circulated online, from 
conspiracy theories regarding the origins 
of the virus to non- evidence based home 
remedies.2 This needs to be addressed by 
key stakeholders, including healthcare 
professionals. The collaboration between 
the Fellowship of Postgraduate Medicine 
(FPM) and its journals to launch inter-
national awards for ‘well- informed, clear 
writing on health matters in social media’ 
may encourage more clinicians to engage 
in health science communication on social 
media.

In a recent editorial in this journal,3 I 
argued that doctors should act as advo-
cates in the fight against medical misin-
formation on the social media, even if 
this is only in the context of their own 
social network. Healthcare professionals 
may understandably have reservations 
about engaging with social media plat-
forms in a professional context, due to 
fears associated with the mixing of their 
personal and professional lives. However, 
major professional bodies including the 
General Medical Council, the British 
Medical Association, the Royal College 
of General Practitioners and the Nursing 
and Midwifery Council have all published 
specific guidance on the use of social 
media to help inform healthcare profes-
sionals regarding best practice.4–7

Why exactly should healthcare profes-
sionals disseminate health- related infor-
mation online? In the most recent Ipsos 
MORI ‘Trust in professions’ survey, 
‘Nurses’ and ‘Doctors’ remained the two 
most trusted professions in the UK, with 
95% and 93% of survey respondents 
(1020 British adults aged ≥15) stating that 

they would trust these professionals to tell 
the truth, respectively.8 These trust ratings 
contrast significantly with those given to 
professionals in the categories ‘Politicians 
generally’ (14%) and ‘Journalists’ (26%). 
The significance of these findings is that as 
healthcare professionals we can leverage 
this trust and use our expertise to better 
educate patients on social media. More-
over, current evidence suggests that indi-
viduals can reduce health misperceptions 
on social media by directly refuting false 
or misleading claims, provided that these 
refutations are ‘performed clearly, simply, 
and with evidence, and providing them 
appropriate sources to accompany their 
refutation’.9

We applaud the FPM and its journals 
for encouraging writing in social media 
and for supporting clinicians to do so. 
Medical journals could also commission 
or invite submissions pertaining to the 
topic of medical misinformation, to help 
drive forward research in this area.10 For 
example, the American Journal of Public 
Health recently invited submissions for 
their ‘Special Issue about Health Misin-
formation on Social Media’ which is due 
for publication later this year.11 The FPM 
International Awards for Medical Writing 
in Social Media is a step in the right direc-
tion. More research is urgently needed 
to inform clinicians, scientists and public 
health professionals regarding how best to 
engage with the general public on social 
media and how to combat medical misin-
formation online.
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