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It was just over ten years ago that the
European School of Oncology published
its journalists’ guide to Making Sense of
Cancer. Anna Wagstaff, the lead author,
explains how and why an organisation
focused on medical education turned its
attention to public interest journalism.

Cancer is the second leading cause of
premature death globally and is espe-
cially feared in developed countries.
Its randomness—sometimes striking
the healthiest individuals while spar-
ing lifelong smokers or drinkers—and
the harshness of treatments contribute
to this fear. Although modern surgery,
radiotherapy, and drugs have reduced
side effects, uncertainty remains.
Doctors cannot always determine which
cancers need aggressive treatment, and
new therapies often lack sufficient data,
making it difficult to choose the most
effective or patient-friendly option.

Good cancer journalism helps people
make sense of evidence, turning them
from passive victims into informed deci-
sion-makers. While predicting who will
develop cancer or how it will progress

is nearly impossible, strong probabilis-
tic evidence about risks, treatments, and
side effects allows people to make more
rational and controlled decisions.

Cancer journalism also plays a cru-
cial role in holding healthcare systems
accountable. Ensuring prevention, rapid
diagnosis, effective treatment, and patient
support is a public responsibility, and
journalists monitor and critique these
systems. This requires not only basic
journalistic skills but also understanding
healthcare administration, governance,
and health economics. ESO has provided
such training since the late 2000s.

Founded in 1983, ESO aimed to reduce
unnecessary cancer deaths due to igno-
rance. Rapid medical advances existed,
but treatments were not reaching
most patients. ESO gathered oncology
experts across Europe and empha-
sised a patient-centred approach.
Founder Umberto Veronesi, a pioneer in
breast-conserving therapy, championed
“minimum necessary” treatment over
the “maximum tolerated” This multidis-
ciplinary network became an invaluable
resource for journalists.

ESO’s engagement with journalism
began at students’ requests. Professors
shared their careers and historical can-
cer research moments, inspiring the
launch of Cancer Futures, a magazine
featuring mainly contributions from
medical professionals. Journalists ini-

SE ESO9| 2 B - "2HIE &= & HEd2I59 &

tially wrote only cover stories profiling
leading European oncologists.

ESO soon realised journalism could
address broader social issues affecting
cancer care, including policy, econom-
ics, and organisation. Aging populations,
expensive targeted therapies, high-tech
radiation, robotic surgery, and interna-
tional disparities in survival were struc-
tural and political, not merely medical,
challenges. Improved European collab-
oration and data collection highlighted
differences in survival rates between and
within countries.

As survival rates improved, attention
shifted to post-treatment quality of life
and social reintegration. Patients, influ-
enced by HIV/AIDS activism, demanded
more input in managing their care. In
this context, ESO launched Cancer World
in 2004, Europe’s first independent jour-
nalist-led magazine focused on cancer
care issues. It recruited freelance jour-
nalists with backgrounds in health, sci-
ence, and political journalism to cover
these topics in depth.

ESO’s formal journalist training began
in 2009 with the European Partnership
for Action Against Cancer, an EU-led
collaboration including national health
ministries and non-profits. ESO clari-
fied that their role was not to issue press
releases but to train journalists to criti-
cally examine national cancer services,
promote informed discussion, and hold

authorities accountable.

A two-day session in Milan in 2012
included about 30 journalists from
across Europe. Topics covered included
key stages of the patient journey, national
incidence and survival data, resisting
pressures from industry or government,
statistical literacy, reading clinical stud-
ies, and explaining risk to the public. The
UK’s “Cancer Tzar” shared how he ana-
lysed why UK outcomes lagged behind
other European countries and how jour-
nalists’ critical coverage helped con-
vince the government to act. A leading
US oncologist discussed improving can-
cer services in amajor Rome hospital.

Insights from this training were later
compiled into ESO’s guide, Making Sense
of Cancer. Over the following decade,
ESO continued workshops at World
Conferences of Science Journalists, fel-
lowships for attending major European
cancer meetings, and support for inves-
tigative reporting through awards and
grants. ESO's work was funded by its phil-
anthropic foundations and, for a time,
pharmaceutical contributions under a
“no strings attached” program. In 2019,
ESO stopped accepting commercial
funding, ending journalist training pro-
grams.

ESO pioneered and supported inde-
pendent cancer journalism, investing
heavily for many years, and its contribu-
tions remain highly valued.
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