
self-leadership and how to believe in our own
self-worth. Our discussions also covered the
practical sides of running a freelance business,
including the value of online visibility in the form
of freelance registries, a business website, and
social media sites.
With all that brain storming we were ready for a

late lunch at the pub! After good food and drink we
all returned home. Had it been worth the long drive
over? Definitely and I am looking forward to the
next one.
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SoMe and me: Networking

I was a reluctant convert to social media (SoMe). The
Web, of course, is an invaluable resource for medical
writing (in fact it’s hard to remember how we used
to cope without it), but what about the interactive
aspects? Not for me, I thought. I didn’t want to
share my photographs and video clips with the
world. I didn’t want everyone to know who my
friends are, and I preferred email or telephone for
contacting them. More than that, I was absolutely
convinced that joining the social web would end
up in my being buried in spam or, worse still,
hacked.
Well, I haven’t changed my mind about sharing

my personal life with the world, but I have
changed my mind (or perhaps I should say that I
have had my mind changed) about the value of
social media in business. In this and forthcoming
issues of Out On Our Own, I will be sharing my
experiences of using social media in my freelance

business. I’m not an expert, although I have been
lucky to receive some good advice and support
along the way. This is a distillation of things that
seem to work for me.

I could classify my use of social media under three
main headings: networking; training and education;
and marketing and business development. The
nature of social media, however, means that these
are false divisions. For example, if I contribute to a
discussion in EMWA’s LinkedIn group, then osten-
sibly I am networking, but the fact that I have com-
mented will be shared with my contacts and
everyone that has opted to receive updates from
that group. This reminds my contacts that I am
around and also means that my name and the fact
that I’m a freelance writer is reaching some people
who aren’t connected with me – including some
potential clients. More than that, by participating in
the discussion I can garner opinions about an issue,

Photo 2: Hard at work, brain storming.
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adding to my knowledge and understanding of the
subject.
I do have a couple of rules that I try and stick to

when using social media. I try not to talk about my
home life and my family, and I don’t say
anything that could identify my clients or my
clients’ clients.

Networking

In the remainder of this article I will focus more
closely on networking and building a network.
When I first started freelancing, I had a card index

for collecting the names of contacts within publish-
ing companies and medical communications
agencies. These were mostly former colleagues that
I would mail or email periodically with my latest
curriculum vitae (CV) and/or to ask if they
needed any freelance assistance. This index was
gradually transferred to Outlook and was expanded
over time with clients and the names of other free-
lancers that I could recommend if I was unable to
take on a project myself.
Those lists of contacts are now almost entirely

superseded by LinkedIn, which maintains my
contact with those people in a much more
dynamic way. LinkedIn tells me when my contacts
have moved on to new jobs – something that I
would only have discovered if the person had con-
tacted me in the days of my old card index. It also
tells my contacts when I have added skills, experi-
ence, qualifications, etc. to my profile without
having to send an updated CV.
I have actually met and/or have worked with

more than 90% of my contacts on LinkedIn. Once
I’ve worked with someone a couple of times I ask
them to connect with me, along with recruiters,
agency staff, and other freelancers that I’ve met at
conferences and networking meetings. I’ve also
grown my network by noticing who my contacts
are connecting with. I’ve found a number of
former publishing colleagues and colleagues from
my lab days, and others have found me. For me,
LinkedIn is all about people.

By contrast, Twitter is about information. I joined
Twitter to provide a strong back link to my website
and, simultaneously, to make sure that my home
page was updated every day by my Twitter feed,
both of which help with the site’s Google ranking.
But membership came with an unexpected bonus –
I discovered that I could use Twitter to follow
announcements from the major science and medical
journals; organisations such as the Association of
the British Pharmaceutical Industry (ABPI),
EMWA, and the International Society for Medical
Publications Professionals (ISMPP); pharmaceutical
companies; and medical charities and news feeds.
Twitter presents mewith access to papers, articles,

advice, and opinions that inform my work as a
medical writer and editor. By following hashtags –
like #EMWA, used at the May 2013 Spring
Conference in Manchester – I can read about what
people are saying at conferences (and even
respond) in real time or in my own time after the
event, and read collections of opinions on particular
issues or events. You don’t have to be part of Twitter
to read those – try Googling #badpharma, #sunshi-
neact, #arseniclife, or #OAintheUK to get a feel for
what Twitter can do.
So what about the spam and the hacking worries?

Well, of course I receive spam and malicious emails,
some of which I can almost certainly attribute to
having a social media presence – but there are soft-
ware tools and site options for limiting my exposure
to them. There are also best practice guidelines for
protecting myself.
On balance, having a Web-based social network

means that I am better informed. It has brought
me more work and more ways of finding work. It
has put me in touch with people outside my own
areas of expertise and this, in turn, has opened
doors that I didn’t know existed. These are topics
that I’ll expand on in forthcoming articles.
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