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Chapter 2


Writing health articles for magazines and newspapers


The number of health magazines on the market is vast. In Britain they include Top Sante, What Doctors Don’t Tell You, Feel Good You, Healthy Magazine, and Women’s Health. Irish titles include Easy Health; Australian titles include Natural Health, and Vegetarian Magazine; and in the USA, the leading titles include Shape, and Prevention, to name just a few.


When I started writing on health and nutrition, I had the benefit of 8 years’ study and was a qualified nutritionist. This opened doors, enabling me to develop my workload quite quickly in this competitive area – but it’s not essential.


That’s not to say you don’t need some level of expertise. Health is too important to pretend you know what you’re talking about if you don’t. Journalists do make silly mistakes on health pages from time to time, and for those of us who have appropriate training and know what we’re talking about, their errors stand out like a sore thumb. Worse, if they’re dishing out bad advice, it’s downright irresponsible.


I did get the opportunity to write health pages from one magazine after getting their attention by pointing out their errors. I told them that omega 3 is not an antioxidant but a pro-oxidant (they were confused so I sent them papers on it). They said ‘not carrots but carotenoids!’ so I explained that carrots are loaded with carotenoids making the statement a nonsense (the clue is in the name). They said it’s a myth that carrots help you see in the dark – but actually they contain betacarotene and vitamin A, which help to prevent night blindness. So it’s not a myth.


I had nothing to lose – they’d been ignoring my emails for a year. Quite remarkably, the approached worked in my favour for that particular publication. However, when I tried the same approach with another publication whose writers and editors clearly didn’t understand the difference between bacterial infections and fungal infections, I was met with a stony silence.


If you’re not an expert in a field of health, then stick to interviewing the experts and reciting the latest research findings in a way that is relevant to your target publication. Incorrect information in this area can have serious consequences, so do double check everything. Provide information, not advice, and suggest people check with their doctor before embarking on a new health regime.


When you are writing for the health market, you have a responsibility to the reader and their health. A number of high-profile authors have been taken to court by people who didn’t get on with their dietary regime – among the most famous was Dr Atkins, the creator of the Atkins Diet. Dr Atkins probably had insurance for this eventuality but I’m guessing you don’t. Insurance is covered in Chapter 21.


Generally I tread very carefully when I’m writing about health. Most of the publications I work for have a very fleeting interest in cutting edge approaches to natural health, mainly because they often challenge the conventional wisdom of modern healthcare and conflict with our western culture and modern lifestyles.


Radical claims about the benefits of natural healthcare are often considered to be too extreme, unless the publication itself is radical. It’s a very rare editor indeed who actually believes that good nutrition and detoxification have the combined power to cure cancer!


It’s also worth being aware that scientific studies do offer conflicting results, and it can be helpful to look at a range of studies to get the balance of opinion. Nothing is absolute, but there is one thing that scientists agree on: most people in Western society don’t eat enough fruit and vegetables.


Where the science is conflicting or inconclusive, I try to give a balanced perspective in my writing, because I feel it’s important to not mislead people. For example, one study conducted a few years ago, concluded that a little alcohol every day increases your life expectancy. Notably, the study was conducted amongst men, and the biggest improvement was seen with red wine consumption which helps to reduce the risk of heart disease because of its high levels of antioxidants. These benefits have not been shown among women, but other studies have shown that every glass of alcohol consumed increases a woman’s risk of breast cancer. I wasn’t about to start recommending ladies drink alcohol every day with statistics like that. But I did see an article in a woman’s magazine that did just that, completely ignoring that the study was conducted on men and presumably written by someone who didn’t do their homework.


Make sure you know your subject inside out before giving out health advice.


Taboo subjects


As you continue to study health, you’ll find, if you haven’t already, that there are certain taboo subjects where many magazines are concerned. It’s less of an issue for some newspapers but I’ve found that many magazines won’t touch anything about serious toxicity or bowel problems and they are very reluctant to speak about cancer. Some publications dependent on advertising say that advertisers will not have their adverts placed beside an article on cancer. They don’t want the association – and for that reason the editors are not interested in running stories about how food and lifestyle choices may help to prevent cancer.


Toxicity is another taboo subject. While detoxification regimes are all the rage, stories of serious toxicity are usually too controversial for mainstream publishers. Where I did have a great story about a woman suffering from toxicity symptoms, I found a spiritual angle and sold it to a spiritual magazine.


Articles on bowel problems are in low demand because no one likes to talk about the bowel – or apparently read about it. Although you might be lucky if you find a suitably tasteful angle on the subject of something quite common like IBS. It took me two years’ working in health journalism before I managed to secure a commission on the topic of bowel complaints.


Other taboo subjects include some of the controversy surrounding dairy products. Milk is widely considered to be a health food in western culture, yet some experts claim that it is detrimental to health. This is a widely debated area, with some of the more controversial ideas beautifully summed up in T Colin Campbell’s book, The China Study.


However I’ve found that as a health writer working mostly in conservative markets, there’s only so far you can push ideas that fly in the face of western culture and conventional wisdom. It is acceptable to write about dairy alternatives for those people with allergies, and those interested in the different choices available – but start discussing controversial ideas that challenge cultural norms, and you might find yourself hitting a brick wall.


Of course, you’re free to try pitching anything, but in my experience these areas can be troublesome.


Diversity of opportunities


In health writing, there are many different types of practitioner – reflexologist, naturopath, kinesiologist, reiki practitioner, massage therapist, nutritionist, yoga instructor, Pilate’s teacher, osteopath, hypnotist, positive thinking guru, homeopath, herbalist, acupuncturist, spiritual healer, chiropractor, dietician … the list goes on.


You may be not be convinced by the virtues of them all – especially at the prices some of them charge – but they do all offer potential as interview candidates and they provide a wide diversity of different perspectives on natural health, from which you can draw article ideas. Any one of these disciplines could provide the foundation for a health article, but it’s more likely to sell if you include case studies of real people who have benefited from the therapy together with good pictures.


Interviewing health practitioners


Although I have qualified in nutrition myself, occasionally I need to interview other health practitioners for my articles. I find the direct approach works best, so I just walk in and ask! I’ve done that with the owner of our local crystal healing shop, and when I needed an interview with an herbalist, I contacted a practitioner who had been recommended to me. Offering to plug their latest book or website is always a nice gesture if you’re asking them to share their time and expertise with you.


Many health articles are led by case studies of individuals – some of whom have seen miraculous results. Finding someone who’s been cured of a horrible disease by switching to a raw vegan diet might be tricky, but there are people around with stories to tell, and if you keep your ears open, you might be surprised with the number of useful contacts you make. When the case study is the lead story, editors usually want a story that hasn’t been covered in the press before. So while you might be able to track down someone who has cured her cancer with a raw vegan diet, if her story is plastered all over the internet then you either need to come up with a different angle, a new approach, or to offer it as part of a bigger feature on a raw lifestyle.


When someone’s miraculous story is the main focus of the article, they often expect to be paid for their cooperation. Some real life magazines recognise this and offer a separate fee for the interviewee. This is ideal. However, many magazines don’t, so if your interviewee wants paying, and you have to split the fee, it might not be worth your while doing it. One way to work out whether to accept a job like this is working out your hourly rate for doing it, and then decide whether it’s enough to warrant committing the time to the project, which you might otherwise spend on other tasks.


Another fantastic resource for finding interview subjects is social media. I find Facebook invaluable for finding short case studies to accompany articles – even as I write this book, I have, in the last week, found three people among my Facebook friends, willing to contribute to stories as short case studies.


Interviews can be really enjoyable and come together quite quickly. They are often straightforward. You don’t have to go digging around doing research. The interviewee tells you what you need to know and all you have to do is get it down in a way that reads well, flows nicely, and meets the word count. I have done all manner of interviews with health practitioners, pastors, and performers.


Occasionally I’ve gone out into the local community to find a suitable case study for an article. On one occasion I was tasked with interviewing a lady with arthritis who found alternative medicine provided some relief. My Facebook requests failed, my contacts weren’t coming up with anything. So in the end, I went to the local coffee morning where I found a lady who met my criteria in minutes and she agreed to help. It was a short piece and the interview only took about five minutes. Then we went outside, took a few photographs, and within weeks it was in a woman’s weekly magazine. So when you get really stuck, a local coffee morning is a great place to go, to find a wide range of people, all looking for someone to talk to.


Writing the perfect pitch


So you’re just getting ready to pitch a few ideas to the editor of a health magazine, but he or she has never heard of you. Why should they consider giving you the opportunity?


The best way of securing a commission, is to ensure that you have three key things: a strong hook, qualifications or experience in the subject, and a track record of published material to your name.


Let’s break this down. A strong hook can be a special date, a link to a television show, or something current in the news. You need to show the editor why he or she should publish the article, and why they should publish it imminently (remembering that some publications have long lead times).


One good source of ‘hooks’ on health topics, is Science Daily. I’ve signed up to email alerts with www.sciencedaily.com to have all the latest research delivered straight to my email inbox every morning. This is a great source of newsy material on which you can elaborate, according to your specialism or your pool of contacts.


Why should the editor assign you to write the article? It’s important to demonstrate a thorough knowledge of your subject matter, whether that’s self-hypnosis, nutrition, or crystal healing. Either outline your qualifications and experience, or identify your expert interviewees and provide their credentials. If you have contacts and resources that the publication doesn’t, this also works in your favour.
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