
Is “creative medical writing” an oxymoron? 
I sincerely hope not! Indeed, if this is the case I
will be sorely disappointed, as it is a career I wish
to pursue precisely because it may allow me to
exercise some creativity. I enjoyed both the arts
and the sciences at school, and finding a career
that involved both proved difficult. Indeed,
teachers advised that I choose one or the other
to avoid looking noncommittal in future
university applications. I chose science, and I
don’t regret that. I then chose a job that would
allow me to exercise some artistic flair, dentistry.

However, there is a limit to exactly how much
creativity one can bring to the surgery as an
“ivory carpenter”. Whilst my patients are grateful
to have their teeth carefully restored to their
original appearance, they would not be pleased
to leave my surgery with a rendering of the Mona
Lisa carved into their incisor. Nor will my
copious, painstakingly accurate notes be a likely
contender for the Pulitzer Prize.

Whilst exploring career options within
dentistry, I was lucky enough to win a fellowship
to undertake research training and soon
discovered that it wasn’t the research I enjoyed so
much as the writing. However, funding in dental
research does require that you do some actual
research to write about, so I returned to my
surgery to mull over other possibilities.

After some Internet research I happened
upon a job description I hadn’t been aware of, for
“medical writing”. The more I read about it, the
more excited I became. It seemed the perfect
marriage of my love for science and writing, and
I have been considering this career move ever
since. Unfortunately, day to day life has a way of
taking over, and I hesitated to take the first step.
Since the birth of my son, however, I realised that
if he was in my situation, I would encourage him
to pursue a career that he would enjoy. So would
I enjoy it? Is it a creative occupation? Which
brings us neatly to the question, “Is creative
medical writing an oxymoron?”

In order to decide, it would be helpful to look
at the meaning of an oxymoron. “Oxy” comes
from the Greek word oxus, meaning “sharp”. The
meaning of “moron” may be more easily deduced,
sharing its etymological origins with antiquated
psychological terminology. “Moron” is also from
Greek, moros, meaning stupid. An oxymoron is
essentially where contradictory terms are used in
conjunction as a rhetorical device. The word
oxymoron is autological; the word oxymoron is

itself an oxymoron.
So are “creative” and “medical writing”

contradictory terms? Let us define the terms first.
Medical writing has been described as “writing
scientific documents of different types, which
include regulatory and research-related
documents, disease or drug-related educational
and promotional literature, publication articles
like journal manuscripts and abstracts, content
for healthcare websites, health-related magazines
or news articles”.1 Broadly speaking these
documents fall into one of two categories:
regulatory writing, and medical communications,
often abbreviated as MedComms.

With regard to the definition of “creative”, the
Oxford English Dictionary defines it as “adj. 
1. inventive, imaginative. 2 able to create”. The
Collins English Dictionary defines “creative
writing” as “writing which is imaginative and
inspiring, esp fiction”.

Medical regulatory documents follow a
structured format with specific requirements,
often involving the synthesis of large amounts of
data restructured in a clear and concise manner.
It seems unlikely that such work would provide
much scope for “writing which is imaginative and
inspiring”. Furthermore, in the world of account -
ing, being “creative with the figures” is often used
as a euphemism for presenting data in a mis -
leading manner. If the same “creativity” were
applied to regulatory writing, those providing the
original data would likely not be appreciative.
Such an approach is unethical and could lead to
serious consequences. Therefore with regard to
medical regulatory writing it could be argued that
“creative medical writing” is indeed an oxymoron.

On the other hand, one could contend that
you are being creative in regulatory writing in that
you are creating something new. Certainly it

would be considered plagiarism to simply copy
and paste sections of text and data. However,
such an argument does seem to be pushing the
definition of creativity to its limits. A stronger
case for creativity in medical writing could be
made for medical communications.

As described previously, medical communi -
cations involves a wide range of writing, and the
potential audience and purpose for such writing
is equally wide. Unlike regulatory writing where
the target audience is obliged to read the
documents, with medical communications one
may need to entice and persuade the reader. Here
creativity in terms of “writing which is
imaginative and inspiring” may well be a useful
asset. Arguably some work, such as writing
research articles, has less scope for creativity than
others, but even here one needs to hold the
attention of the reader and ensure the
experiment, data, and conclusions are presented
in a clear and compelling manner.

In conclusion, is “creative medical writing” an
oxymoron? I would argue that although medical
writers cannot be creative with the facts and data
that form the basis of their communications, in
areas such as medical marketing, education, and
journalism they have a wide scope to be creative
in order to get their messages across to their
intended audience. So no, thankfully for my
future career aspirations, creative medical writing
is not an oxymoron!
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