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The perils of the popular press
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Overdoses 
Sir: During this week we received a 
prescription late in the afternoon which 
included a 25 minim dose of tincture of 
belladonna for repeated administration.

We endeavoured to get into touch 
with the prescriber who had left his 
rooms and who had not arrived home 
when the hour of legally compulsory 
closing approached. We dispensed 
the maximum legal dose and on 
the following morning advised the 
physician of what we had done. He took 
exception to our action and challenged 
our right to reduce his dose which was 
offi cially an overdose.

We pointed out that if he had 
initialled this overdose thus accepting 
responsibility for any possible untoward 
effect, we should not have hesitated 
to carry out his wishes. But until he is 
prepared to accept this responsibility 
and signify his acceptance in some 
manner capable of legal proof, we 
advised him that we were not prepared 
to take the risk of legal proceedings.

May we suggest that every member 
of the medical profession can always 
obtain the exact execution of his wishes 
if he will merely initial such overdose on 
his prescription?

H. Francis & Co
280 Bourke Street, Melbourne

20 February 1925

South Australian country practice for sale: Income over 
£800. May be considerably increased. Goodwill for sale 
to approved successor on terms, viz., 27½% of the fi rst 
2 years’ income. Cash required for furniture (£200) and 
drugs at valuation. The district is picturesque and healthy, 
the climate excellent and the residents fi nancially sound. 
For further particulars apply to “MB” c/o The Medical 
Journal of Australia, 30-34 Elizabeth Street, Sydney.

The daily newspapers seem to delight in 

publishing paragraphs and articles dealing with 

medical matters.

In Australia these paragraphs and articles are 

not submitted to competent medical practitioners 

for revision, with the result that save on quite 

exceptional occasions the news conveyed is 

misleading and often utterly absurd.

For many years The Times has employed 

a medical man of eminence who attends at 

Printing House Square every day to handle 

all medical and hygienic matters. It has been 

worth the proprietors’ while to pay this medical 

correspondent a handsome retaining fee for this 

work and the result has been excellent.

In Australia newspapers have not recognised 

the advisability of paying for accuracy in 

technical matters of this kind. The public in 

consequence obtains an entirely false record of 

modern achievements in medical science and not 

infrequently suffers real damage as a result of 

sensational statements devoid of a reliable basis.

Science can be entrancingly interesting 

and fascinating, but it cannot be sensational. 

It is necessary to counter this cheap form of 

journalism.

The daily newspapers also contain from time 

to time articles on medical subjects written and 

signed by medical practitioners. The General 

Medical Council has repeatedly warned doctors 

in active practice against this.

In recent times special attention has been 

directed toward this form of “oblique” advertising 

and a special notice has been issued, warning 

offenders that the GMC in Great Britain will 

remove their names from the medical register.

It is eminently desirable that the public should 

have reliable information on certain medical 

matters, but the greatest care should be exercised 

concerning the manner in which this information 

is conveyed. There are many pitfalls to be avoided 

and not the least of these is the boosting of 

hypotheses sponsored by one individual and not 

or not yet accepted by a substantial section of the 

medical profession.

Editorial, 7 March 1925 (edited extract)


