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Today, TI've written about keyhole
surgery for rugby players with
shoulder injuries, read reports on new anticancer drugs
and interviewed a scientist about his new genetic test
that predicts the recurrence of breast cancer in treated
patients. I'm not a surgeon or a laboratory scientist,
but I do spend my days at the cutting edge of science
and drug discovery. If this sounds interesting to you,
then consider a career in medical writing.

What is medical writing?

Medical writers make scientific and clinical information
understandable to a variety of different audiences. This
is a challenging job that prevides essential support for
the pharmaceutical and biotechnology industries. See
Table 1 on p. 32 for examples of what medical writing
involves.

Canyoudoit?

The main skill required by a medical writer is to make
information understandable to the type of audience for
whom it is intended. Is this something you might enjoy
and be good at doing? Try this exercise: look at some-
thing you have recently been learning — for example,
how neurones transmit information, or the gas
exchange system.

e Do you find it easy to identify and understand the
most significant points quickly?

e Could you explain the concepts to someone of your
age not doing science A-levels?

e Can you explain those key points to a completely
different audience, such as a 10-year-old child or your
parents?

Box 1 What qualities do you need?

o Enthusiasm for science

o Love of the English language

® Grasp of English grammar

® Enjoyment of learning

« Strict attention to detail

« Good writing and word processing abilities
o Great organisational skills

» Capacity to handle criticism

« Ability to interact well with other people

e Foreign language skills are useful
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e Can you describe the main
concepts to a scientific audience in no more
than 200 words?

Box 1 lists some other important charac-
teristics of medical writers.

Where do medical writers work?

Medical writers are normally scientists with laboratory-
based research experience who have excellent language
and communication skills. They are recruited by three
main types of employer:
e pharmaceutical companies (e.g. AstraZeneca, Glaxo-
SmithKline)

e contract research organisations (e.g. Quintiles,
Charles River Laboratories)

e medical or scientific communications agencies (€.g.
MacMillan Medical Communications)

Pharmaceutical companies

A pharmaceutical company’s new drug treatments have
to undergo rigorous studies and clinical trials before
they can be made available to hospitals or pharmacists
(see pp. 7-9). One of the roles of a medical writer is to
prepare reports and protocols for presentation to the
regulatory authorities in order to register these trials.
You might also write articles about research trials for
medical journals and presentations for other scientists
(physicians, pharmacists or researchers). A large phar-
maceutical company typically investigates new treat-
ments for a wide range of diseases, so you need a good
understanding of human physiology and anatomy. Itis
also important to know about drug development, regu-
latory requirements and clinical trials processes.

Contract research organisations

These organisations run clinical trials on behalf of phar-
maceutical companies and help them to get their new
treatment products onto the market. Medical writing
jobs within these organisations are similar to working
in-house for a pharmaceutical company, but you may
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Target audience

Formal documents (study reports,
experimental protocols)

Authorities that regulate clinical
trials

Scientific articles on new research

findings

Scientists (in universities or drug
companies)

Slide presentations/posters about
new treatments

Scientists/doctors

Press releases

General research industry

News articles

General research industry, some-
times general public

Information leaflets, brochures

Patients (and doctors)

Material for websites

Table 1
Examples of
everyday medical
writing tasks

Further information

sources

Try these websites for more informa-
tion on medical writing careers:

www.emwa.org (European Medical
Writers Association)

www.inpharm.com — click on ‘Careers’
and scroll through ‘Resource files'

This book is an essential guide to

writing:

Strunk Jr, W. and White, E. B. (1959)
The Elements of Style, Macmillan.

82

General research industry and public

work for several different clients simultaneously. This
can mean more variation, but also having to cope with
more deadlines.

Communications agencies

A writer in a medical or science communications agency
covers a much broader range of work than a writer in
a pharmaceutical company or contract research organ-
isation. The agency’s clients will include pharmaceu-
tical companies, but can also cover a wider range of
medical or scientific fields. As well as preparing articles
for publication in medical journals, these agencies
produce presentations, posters, press releases, news arti-
cles, promotional material, brochures, newsletters,
leaflets, eatalogues, exhibition stands and websites. In
addition to drug discovery and biotechnology, you might
find yourself writing about developments in industrial
chemistry, physics, materials science, robotics, elec-
tronics, agriculture, food and drink manufacturing,
cosmetics and more. This can come as a bit of a shock if

you have spent several years in academic research,
focused on one or two specific questions, but the chal-
lenge of covering a greater breadth of science can be
enjoyable and provides good opportunities to develop
your creative side.

What do medical writers do all day?

The short answer is write! But no matter which type of
company you work for, there is more to the job than
you might realise. You cannot write about something
without having ideas and information in the first place.
Understanding the background to every project takes up
a significant portion of your time, including collecting
and reading research papers, and talking to scientists in
pharmaceutical companies or academic institutes.
Writing also includes thinking, editing, deleting,
rewriting and, finally, proof reading. Furthermore,
writing text for a variety of material means having to
adapt your writing style and content in many different
ways. You and your fellow writers support each other,
from helping to find the right words or proofing and crit-
icising each other’s articles, to explaining the science
underlying certain diseases and treatments.

Being a writer is not just sitting at a desk all day. The
job involves a great deal of personal interaction with

BOX 2

The ¢ood bits

® Variation every day

e Challenge of constantly learning

© Quick turnover of work

e Travelling

® Personal interaction with a wide range of people

The not-so-good bits

* Having to write about something you may not fully
understand

# Being under pressure to meet strict deadlines

* Writing an opinion that you may not agree with

® Presenting data that you cannot verify

® Frequently altering your plans to fit in more urgent

work

Interviewing a scientist
on the phone.




[image: image3.jpg]Display stand at a
medical exhibition

your colleagues, including project managers, account
managers, designers and printers. You also work with
journal editors in preparing articles appropriately and
meeting deadlines. If you work for an agency, you
attend meetings and spend time liaising with clients by
telephone and e-mail, and are involved with the
account managers in planning clients’ projects. Travel-
ling is often part of the job, representing your company
at conferences, exhibitions and seminars across Europe,
the USA and possibly beyond. In general, the smaller the
company you work for, the greater the opportunities
you will have to do more than just write. Box 2 lists
some of the ups and downs of medical writing.

What qualifications do you need?

The minimum requirement is normally a BSc degree,
preferably a degree that combines biology or medical
sciences with a knowledge of how these sciences interact
with society (see Box 3). A good understanding of
anatomy and physiology is important, but being a
specialist in chemistry or even languages alone will not
disqualify you. Language and communication skills, as
well as an enthusiasm for learning, combined with good
interpersonal skills are all-important (see Box 1). A
further degree is not strictly necessary but a PhD in a
biological subject will provide you with great experi-
ence and skills for the job (see Box 3).

Where do you start?

There are no formal training qualifications or
programmes available for medical writers, so your first
position will be as a trainee, where you will be super-
vised and guided on the job. You should expect to start
writing from day one and, with time, you will take
control of your own projects and become more involved
with clients (if working in an agency). Many companies
consider 1 or 2 years” experience to be a minimum
requirement before initial training is complete.

What happens next?

Medical writing jobs are normally available at a variety
of levels. After 2-5 years’ experience, you may be
eligible for more senior writing positions and should be
ready to train and manage junior writers. Medical
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Box 3 What qualifications do you need?

BSc — ideally in a biological subject, such as ‘biology with science and

society’

PhD — not necessary but very useful

Relevant skills to gain from a science degree
Scientific understanding:

® reading many scientific papers

® familiarity with experimental methods

® researching information efficiently from various sources

Communication skills:
® writing reports and publishing papers

® making formal presentations at conferences and seminars

® discussing experimental results with colleagues
Interpersonal skills:

® working with people from different scientific and cultural backgrounds

* working with people of a variety of ages
Organisational skills:

® self-motivation and good time management
® running your own projects

® ability to multi-task and prioritise

writing can be done part time and even from home.
Alternative career choices include editorial positions
with academic journals and publishing companies,
becoming a freelance writer, or even entering into jour-
nalism — although, with no formal journalism qualifi-
cation, you may need to start from the bottom of the
ladder. Medical writers learn many client handling and
business skills, so if you prefer this to thinking about
words all day, you could step into account management
instead. Working in medical writing also gives you an
insight into other careers in the pharmaceutical industry,
including regulatory affairs, clinical research and
marketing.

Final thoughts
Medical writing is about being able to communicate;
for example, helping new drug treatments to reach the
market as well as ensuring that scientific papers are
more widely understood. One of the best things about
medical writing is that you are always learning, even
after many years’ experience. You find out about new
scientific research and developments, and you need to
improve your writing continually, learning to adapt your
style and developing new skills.

The pharmaceutical industry will always need good
medical writers, so if you decide to give it a go then
expect to be busy.

Kate Rhodes has a BSc (Hons) in Human Sciences from
University College London and an MSc in Neuroscience
from King's College London. She gained a PhD from the
University of Cambridge, where for 6 years she
researched treatments for spinal cord injury. Two years
ago, she started writing for kdm communications, a
scientific and medical communications agency.
www.kdm-communications.com




