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Reflections from the Fellow 

What was the most important lesson you learned?  

That science journalists are incredibly hardworking and dedicated professionals. Scientists 
and healthcare professionals should not be afraid of, or suspicious about working with the 
media. 

As a journalist, your words will likely be changed by the sub-editors. The headline and 
strapline may give your article a different slant than you intended. Don’t be too precious. 

What was your greatest achievement during your Fellowship?  

Two spring to mind. 

A feature piece I wrote for the Guardian, describing serendipity in medicine. 

Offhand to my desk editor, discussing a story I’m writing about a meningitis vaccine that 
fortuitously protected against gonorrhoea, I mention that this phenomenon 
happens occasionally in medicine. He stops me and calls me back. He likes that idea. I thus 
get three hours to write a 600 word story that describes five accidental discoveries in 
medicine, in addition to writing my ‘news’ story that day. He agrees that I can file at 9PM, 
using Australian subeditors to check the story. And it goes live at midnight and is my first 
feature story. The instant gratification is addictive. The anticipation of waiting for the 
embargo to lift and your piece to appear is lovely. 

The second is more mundane but probably of greater good. A friend of mine is a consultant 
psychiatrist who helps patients with drug addictions. My Guardian mentor, Hannah Devlin, 
was working on a story on this topic and I suggested my friend would be excellent for 
providing perspective on the piece. My friend initially refused, saying he had ‘little to gain and 
everything to lose in working with journalists’. I persuaded him to at least talk with my 
mentor. He spoke with Hannah, established trust and got his point across in the final piece 
without being misquoted. He is now more open to working with the media in the future. This 
happened a couple of times during my placement. 

What’s the main difference between your work as a scientist and your experience of 
being a journalist?  

The main difference is the speed at which everything moves. The life cycle of a grant-funded 
piece of research is typically 3 years. A journalist produces a story in a few hours. Another is  
that a journalist needs to understand, at least superficially, many different branches of 
science. As a researcher, I’m an expert in only one area. Similarities – both jobs need 
attention to detail, a focus on science, working as part of a team and exemplary 
organisational skills. 



Describe a typical day on your placement: 

I arrive at the Guardian’s HQ near Kings Cross around 9.30am. On the train down from 
Cambridge, I check the Eureka Alert website for embargoed papers that are due to be 
published soon. I select a couple that I think the desk editor and my two journalist mentors 
might like me to write about. I open the Guardian phone app and website to get a feel of 
what else is happening in the world and to track metrics on my story that went live at 
midnight yesterday. Coffee, then I catch up with the team and we discuss priorities for the 
day. There are sometimes press conferences to attend and we divvy these up. Stories might 
need completing from yesterday and some days are spent researching background for 
articles that might be written in the future – some of which are later spiked. I get used to this 
after a while. Not everything you work on gets published. But generally, I’d be asked to write 
one story every day. 

The Guardian newsroom is loud, bewildering and intense. There’s lots of shouting and TV 
news channels blaring out. I quickly invested in some noise-cancelling headphones so I 
could think and write. The universal sign to the world that you’re not to be disturbed (‘on 
deadline’) is wearing headphones. 

I need to have my 450 word story written by 4PM. As well as writing the copy itself, I’d also 
need to conduct a phone interview with the author of the science paper I was covering and 
ask the views of an independent expert. This I did need help with. My mentors had vast list 
of contacts in every science discipline that I mined each day. It was hard at first not to put my 
personal slant into the writing. But I was told that my opinion of the science, as a journalist, 
was not relevant. I was there to turn a complex journal article into a digestible piece of 
writing that a 14-year-old could understand. Leave criticism of the work to the independent 
experts I interviewed. 

A daily highlight was the 10am meeting, hosted by the Editor in Chief and open to all. It was 
fascinating to hear the newspaper section heads running through plans for the print and 
online versions for the next day and to see how the whole thing is put together. You really 
felt part of an organisation at the centre of the news cycle.  

Lunch was usually of the sandwich at the desk variety. Coffee and Pret A Manger. 

It was intriguing for me to see changes coming to the Guardian. The online platform is 
central to their brand now that the print circulation is in decline. I asked to work on the 
Guardian science podcast. And podcasts are also part of the digital revolution there, with 
several full-time audio producers who were happy to answer my mundane questions (in 
another role, I host podcasts about heart disease research for the British Medical Journal).  

The Guardian uses rich online metrics so that they can very easily and accurately profile 
their own readers. How far do they read down the webpage? How long do they stay on the 
website? What do they click on next? Reporters know the type of stories that work because 
they have the data to prove it. 

Four hours later, about 4PM, my finished copy goes electronically to the desk editor who’d 
return it to me drenched in metaphorical red ink. At the start, I was still writing like a scientist, 
but things improved with practice and the red pen was mostly left capped by the end of the 
third week. The sub-editors and then the SEO team made my words Google-friendly and 
then the piece was released to the world. Depending on online viewing metrics (which are 
consumed voraciously) and a discussion between desk editors and senior editors at the 
newspaper, some of my pieces were picked up for inclusion in print version of the Guardian 
the next day. But everything I wrote was published online. 



It’s a real thrill to go to work and get something written and visible out to millions of eyeballs 
by the time you leave at 7pm. 

What difference will this make to your research/practice?  

I’m a better writer since my placement. I don’t panic when faced with deadlines. I 
procrastinate less because I accept that my writing doesn’t have to be perfect.  

I learned how to pitch a story to a desk editor. I understand was does and what doesn’t work. 
I will use this information when writing press releases for my own work. 

I now appreciate that some stories that a scientist or university or funder deems really 
important may not be of any interest to the newspaper’s audience. 

My placement at the Guardian has raised the profile of my own institution as a trusted go-to 
source for input on stories. 

The public engagement section on grant applications now very easy to fill in,  

What are you going to do to act on the things you learned in your placement, or share 
them with others?  

I’ve joined the Science Media Centre as an ‘expert’ on cardiovascular health and science 
stories. I’ve already given interviews about published science and had these quotes picked 
up by several media outlets. I’ve encouraged other doctors and scientists to join this 
excellent organisation. 

I’ve delivered two well-received presentations. The first was to the research communications 
team at the British Heart Foundation (the main funders of my own research group). They 
were most interested in which health stories get into the Guardian (and why). 

The second session was to scientists and doctors my own university in Cambridge. In that 
talk, I explained to scientists how to get the media interested in writing about their research. 
What’s more, I covered what I’d learned about working to deadlines, improving my writing for 
the general public and gave insights into how the news cycle works. I’ll continue to work with 
the public engagement team in Cambridge. 

I’ve been asked to talk at the British Cardiovascular Society’s annual meeting next June 
about how doctors and scientists can work better with the media. This is the largest UK 
gathering of heart scientists and doctors. 

The Guardian have asked me to contribute occasional pieces on breaking science stories 
relating to heart disease. 

Finally, the research communication office at Cambridge university have asked me to talk to 
them about my Guardian experience and to help them better pitch their research stories to 
the media. 

What are your 3 top tips for scientists working with the media?  

Working with the media as a scientist: 

1. Join the Science Media Centre and commentate on breaking science stories 
2. Prepare for an interview in advance – get your 3 main points across 
3. Respect the tight deadlines that science journalists are up against. Don’t expect to 

check the story before publication (there’s no time). 

 



Working as a Science Media Fellow: 

1. Really throw yourself into the role. It’ll feel like your first day at school at first but it 
gets better quickly. Ask when you need help. 

2. Try and understand what makes a good science newspaper story and what doesn’t. 
Grill your hosts! 

3. Expect your first efforts at writing for a newspaper to need a lot of editing. Write like 
Hemingway, not Proust. 

 

The Media Fellowship has changed my view on: 

 

Journalists – harder working and better qualified than I expected. Friendly. More pressured 
by deadlines. 

How the media works in general (the rise of online compared with print. The need for new 
channels to engage people – especially younger readers. Podcasts and creating a 
community).  

I now have a better idea of the priorities and pressures of the national press in covering 
science and health stories. 

 

Links:  

https://www.theguardian.com/profile/james-rudd 

https://blog.bhf.org.uk/meet-the-bhf-researcher-making-the-news-2106b5560cd 


