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TIMECODE NAME Dialogue 

  MUSIC  

00.00.01 NARRATOR This is the BBC Academy Podcast, essential listening for the 

production, journalism and technology broadcast communities, 

your guide to everything from craft skills to taking your next step in 

the industry. 

00.00.13 JAS Hi and welcome to this week’s BBC Academy Podcast with me, 

Jas Rao. Producing live radio is always challenging but when 

you’re dealing with medical advice, sensitive issues and vulnerable 

contributors it requires a lot more from the production team. In this 

episode we’re looking at how the team behind BBC Radio 1’s, ‘The 

Surgery’ approach a wide range of subjects, but especially mental 

health problems. 

00.00.36 JAS We’ll find out more about how the show is put together as well as 

sensitive issues such as the duty of care towards the listeners. So if 

your ambitions include working on a phone in or if you’re on a job 

that involves dealing with potentially vulnerable contributors, there 

should be plenty of useful advice for you in the next 20 minutes. I’d 

like to welcome show producer, Becky Grisedale-Sherry, hi Becky. 

 BECKY Hello. 

00.00.57 JAS Presenter Gemma Cairney, hello. 

 GEMMA Hello, hiya. 

00.01.00 JAS And resident GP and co-host, Dr Radha, hello. 

 DR RADHA Hiya. 

00.01.04 JAS Thank you all for joining us, Becky I want to start off with you then, 

now producing a medical radio show obviously requires slightly 

different abilities to producing a music or a news show on Radio 1, 

so where did you learn what you needed for this job? 

00.01.17 BECKY The nature of the programme is that you know we are there for 

Radio 1’s audience to get involved in and discuss issues that affect 

them in their lives. So I guess what brought me to the position of 

producing ‘The Surgery’ is that I spent you know 10, 11 years 

producing live radio phone in’s on sensitive issues, like depression 

and self harm and child abuse you know and all these kind of 

really serious subjects where vulnerable people are involved. 

00.01.47 BECKY And the kind of difference that you can make in a live radio 

programme brought me to a place where I wanted to join ‘The 

Surgery’ team and kind of do that for the Radio 1 audience. 

 JAS And what about you Gemma, have you done anything that’s 

directly relevant to presenting ‘The Surgery’ before you started 

presenting ‘The Surgery’? 

00.02.03 GEMMA In some ways yes, I used to co-present ‘The Surgery’ with Aled 

whenever we did single casts when I was on One Extra, many 

years ago, and it really gave me a hunger for that kind of fast, 

speech based radio on such a youthful, popular culture station, I 

felt like it was important increasingly and having worked on the 

specialist documentary which I have done throughout my career 

at the BBC, it made me realise that talking about important issues 
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are just as important as you know having a real laugh. So you 

know I’ve always balanced the two and I still think the two are 

equally important, particularly on a network like Radio 1. 

 JAS And finally Dr Radha I can imagine for you it might be a little bit 

different as well, being a GP, we know that you know what you’re 

talking about but there must be different skills that you may have 

learnt for instance giving advice to someone in pubic or being 

able to give someone advice on the spot so quickly? 

00.03.03 DR RADHA Yes, definitely, so before I did ‘The Surgery’ my experience has 

been on television, so ‘The Surgery’ was actually my first radio job, 

ever, so for me to start on that I learnt lots of different skills in terms 

of talking to people as you say, across the airways rather than in 

person. So for me I’ve gained a lot of skills, a lot of knowledge 

about how to do that and how to get better at that and we’re 

always all learning as we go along, to get it better and better. 

 JAS Good, well let’s just play a short clip from the show now, so here’s 

a clip of a caller who’s suffering from loneliness. 

00.03.32 CALLER So I am a single parent, I live on my own, gone back to Uni, so 

stress is like high, and I have really like a supportive family like lovely 

boyfriend things like that but I just, I don’t know I feel so like alone, 

with my thoughts and my feelings [yeah], and it’s really hard cause 

I, everyone’s great, but sometimes you need a bit more don’t you 

and like I don’t know how to go about telling, like asking for more 

help without offending people and saying you’re not doing 

enough, I need more. 

00.04.02 JAS And then Dr Radha you went on to offer the following advice. 

00.04.05 DR RADHA If one of your friends said to you look I’m coping with University, 

I’ve got a child, I’ve got this I’ve got that, what would you say to 

them? 

00.04.11 CALLER Erm I’d be like well done like. 

 DR RADHA Right, exactly. 

 CALLER Go you but. 

00.04.15 DR RADHA Exactly but like and we all do it, we’re really hard on ourselves I 

think, and I think also, being hard on yourself, kind of having critical 

thoughts of yourself or thoughts that aren’t very kind to yourself 

that can also make you feel really lonely as well. So I would 

actually say, have a go at telling your friends and family how you 

feel, start to notice those thoughts where you’re being a bit hard 

on yourself, start to be a bit kinder to yourself and I think actually 

you might feel a whole lot better. 

 CALLER Yeah. 

 JAS Gemma you can hear that the caller is clearly distressed at first, 

how does that affect your ability to speak to them and to continue 

to do that in shows where people do break down and become 

very emotional, how does that affect you as a presenter? 

00.04.52 GEMMA It is really hard, I’m not going to lie, I don’t think it would be fair to 

say that it’s easy to present a show of such a sensitive nature, 

especially as I am untrained, I am no therapist of any sort, I am 

trained as a radio broadcaster and to be a communicator, but I 
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think it’s got something to do with my personality weirdly, I think I 

am a people’s person in the sense that I love people, also I’ve just 

had a life where I’ve been emotional, I’ve had ups and downs 

and that just makes me feel like I’m comfortable talking to people 

about the positive and the negative, about life. 

 JAS So you’ve kind of drawn on your own experiences there. Dr Radha 

when someone’s desperate enough to talk about their problems 

on the radio, that gives you obviously a lot of responsibility 

because you’re talking to that person without seeing them, 

without knowing any history and you’re giving your response in a 

public way, how much of a challenge is that? 

00.05.51 DR RADHA Yes I mean it’s a huge responsibility, its massive and I always go 

into every show and throughout the show have that right at the 

forefront of my mind that I’m a Doctor, I have a responsibility to 

give factual, sensible advice, but also I have to then balance that 

with being friendly, because I’m very aware that lots of people out 

there are worried about going to their doctor or their GP, and so 

part of my sort of mission if you like in this show is to actually help 

people feel like they can go to their doctor and there is someone 

who’s there to listen. 

00.06.23 DR RADHA But I find the most powerful thing is actually to listen, because 

when people phone in so desperate, really the most powerful 

thing you can do straight away is to listen, and to almost vocalise, 

and Gemma does this fantastically as well, to vocalise that you are 

listening to them, you’ve heard what they’re saying to you 

because often people haven’t told anyone else, it’s the first time 

they’re actually telling someone. And my responsibility really is just 

too I think help empower them to take the first step, I can’t give 

specific advice, I don’t, like you say I don’t know them, I haven’t’ 

seen them, but what I can try to do, with Gemma’s help is to get 

them to a place where they feel comfortable enough to go and 

then get help themselves and I think that’s what ‘The Surgery’ is so 

good at and also there are people who listen and who call in and 

give advice to each other are fantastic at doing that as well. 

 JAS Its interesting that you’re saying that sometimes ‘The Surgery’ is a 

platform for people to be talking about a problem, for the very first 

time, they may not have ever spoken about it to their friends or 

family so it could be the first time they’re talking about it. If we go 

back to the mechanics and the productions Becky, of the show, 

how do you screen callers then, are there any checks you run or 

anything like that before they get on air? 

00.07.35 BECKY Yes of course, so I mean if we’re talking about sensitive subjects, 

which often we are, then our phone op team are already aware 

that they’re going to get calls from people who might be 

distressed, and who might need direct help, so we have a kind of 

two tier screening system. So calls will come in, everyone who calls 

in will get, or texts in or emails will get the kind of BBC advice line, 

which obviously has relevant information for them and then I will 

keep a line of communication open between me and the lead 

phone op, about the kind of calls we’re getting in. 

00.08.03 BECKY As soon as we get someone that I think that Gemma and Radha 

can really help, we’ll have a chat with them, so the next stage is 
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that my phone op will talk to the caller a little bit about their 

situation, and kind of find out how old they are, you know how 

vulnerable they are, and whether it’s appropriate to put them on 

air and then the next stage is that I will speak to them and there’s 

a judgement call there about whether we put them on air or not 

because the welfare of the audience and the people who 

interact with the show is the most important thing, like hands down, 

it’s more important than the show itself, you know what I mean. 

00.08.36 BECKY If we have a caller who calls in and they’re threatening suicide or 

something really serous like that or at harm then their welfare is 

more important than what’s going out really on the radio and 

that’s my main focus. 

 JAS That’s the duty of the care to the listeners then? 

00.08.48 BECKY Exactly, like a duty of care you know, so most of the time the 

callers are aware of the kind of risks, of not saying anything that’s 

going to put themselves in danger, but it’s kind of quite a rigorous 

process you know and it takes a good 10 minutes to get to that 

and its always just about is this the best thing for the caller. 

 JAS So you are saying it is a rigorous process there before you speak to 

the callers, when the callers get on air with you Gemma, at that 

stage then they’ve obviously been thoroughly checked, but what 

information do you have on them then at that stage? 

00.09.18 GEMMA It’s quite simplistic in terms of I’ll have a top line, I’ll know their 

name and because sometimes there is a quick turnaround from 

screening to actual air, because we move so quickly, and we 

want to get as many callers on as possible. 

 JAS Okay on that note lets listen to another clip of the show now then, 

here you are now Gemma speaking to a female caller who was 

addicted to alcohol. 

00.09.40 GEMMA Do you know what there’s going to be so many people [yeah], 

particularly women and alcohol Aleck, I keep having this 

discussion a lot, we’re all you know in a really hard time when it 

comes to how to approach elements of our mental health, like 

what’s clinical, what an addiction is, I do believe we can be 

addicted to all sorts of things, it’s not as simple as it used to be, we 

also grew up, a lot of us in a generation where it was super cool to 

drink and to be out of control was like the coolest thing ever 

around a huge ladette culture etcetera.  

00.10.11 GEMMA So you know it’s kind of confusing and you have to really work out, 

for you, what is right for you and once you can kind of have those 

conversations and ask yourself those questions you can feel really 

strong in whichever stance you choose to take, so good luck. 

 CALLER Yeah. 

00.10.25 CALLER Thank you so much. 

 JAS Now you’re all really clearly supportive of the callers on the show 

but is there a balance that needs to be struck sometimes between 

supporting them and giving them expert advice, so in this instance, 

with that clip, Gemma you’re saying you should do what’s right for 

you, but as a doctor, Dr Radha isn’t the solution that alcohol is bad 

for you and you should stop because it’s not good for your health 
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so do you have to find that balance between, that personality 

Gemma that you were talking about and the medical advice? 

00.10.50 DR RADHA Yes definitely you have to give the caller the knowledge that they 

need, but I think the real key to ‘The Surgery’ is that we give those 

facts but we allow the caller to make the choice, so we’re not 

there to tell people what to do, we’re there to empower them with 

knowledge, and to listen to them so that then they can make their 

decision that’s best for them to then go forward. But yes you do 

have to balance those two of course, you know we can’t sit there 

and say it’s a good thing for you to do, but this is the same thing in 

a GP surgery. 

00.11.18 DR RADHA In order for people to make changes they have to want to do it for 

themselves and they don’t get to that place by you kind of telling 

them off, you have to actually find their own specific motivation 

that’s going to make them actually make a change for 

themselves. 

00.11.33 BECKY I mean I think the beauty of Gemma and Radha as a team is that 

they both really care, so there’s no faking, like they care about 

their welfare and that comes across, so well, and that is what 

makes the show, really. 

00.11.44 DR RADHA Because also, when we’re listening to the callers I’m sure it’s the 

same with you Gemma, I can definitely relate to what they’re 

saying at some point in my life and or someone that I know, so you 

know when you’re listening you’re almost kind of forget really 

you’re doing a radio show because you can have an idea about 

how they feel and that then takes you into that place of giving the 

kind of advice you would hope that you would receive or that you 

would want your friend or your family member to receive as well 

and that’s, you kind of feel that as you’re doing it, don’t you? 

00.12.10 GEMMA Our roles are different, my role is to be the non judgemental mate, 

the person that isn’t going to tell you off and I think when you read 

stats and reports they can often be quite clinical, quite 

authoritarian and that isn’t going to help anyone, they get kind of 

sick of the way that issues and mental health are often broken 

down in a very prescribed way, in the news and that’s not what 

our show is there to do. It’s to offer advice, definitely, but not to 

make anyone feel anything less or more than they are in terms of 

they are an individual with their own story. 

00.12.49 BECKY I mean we always say at the top of the show, you know this is a 

safe space, there’s no judgement here, if our audience didn’t 

believe that about the show then they wouldn’t get involved, they 

wouldn’t listen, you know because what would be the point. 

 JAS So it is a safe place like you said, you’ve made it clear, you’re very 

supportive and the listeners welfare is a priority of the show, do you 

find though Becky as the producer of the show that there’s a worry 

that if you’ve got one caller on and you’re giving them that expert 

advice, that it could be a switch off for other listeners if that’s not 

their experience and they can’t relate to it? 

00.13.23 BECKY That’s a really intesting question actually because I think that, 

there’s a couple of things that I would say about that, first of all you 

know we have a kind of broad theme for every show where we try 
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and cover the whole variety, because life is really complex isn’t it, 

so if we do a show about addiction, it’s not just about being 

addicted to alcohol, it’s also about addictive behaviours, it’s 

about the environment if you’re living you know in a family where 

someone else is addicted, you know there’s like a myriad of issues 

that go with that. 

00.13.52 BECKY So I would hope that if we’ve got a caller on talking about how 

they’ve you know are struggling not to open the bottle of wine, 

then even if that’s not somebody else’s personal experience, the 

fact is that Gemma and Radha understand that every issue is 

massively complex and they bring in the other experiences and 

they reflect that back to the audience. 

 JAS With all of these issues that you’re saying that get discussed across 

the show, do you find that say psychological ones, mental health 

problems, do they for want of a better phrase work better than say 

physical problems on the show? 

00.14.28 DR RADHA I’m not sure that they work better but what I would say is that they 

dominate most topics, that we talk about, as a GP you know I see 

young people and there’s such a huge impact of mental health 

issues at the moment as we all know, so this is kind of really the only 

thing that I know that’s out there for young people to discuss issues 

like that and to get help for it as well. 

00.14.49 GEMMA And there’s still such a stigma about the complexities of our 

emotional wellbeing and we explore it through theme and I love it 

when we do flip it on its head and say that we’re going to talk 

about something that seems on paper very simplistic or different, 

so for example recently I was like we’re doing a lot of heavy shows, 

and a lot of them are like really, really you know I thought it would 

be fun to talk about something different and we decided that we 

were going to do a show about hair, which on paper just sounds 

funny, and talking about all the realms of hair. 

00.15.26 GEMMA So how stress can equal your hair loss, how it makes you feel in 

terms of your self esteem, it became so much more about body 

image, but it is really nice to be able to take a theme that is 

completely different and maybe not as expected in terms of social 

issue like depression or addiction, but weirdly it would take you on 

a journey that is quite similar. 

00.15.55 BECKY I think when we talk about mental health issues on the show we 

get a big response, but having said that kind of every show is a 

little bit about social media, so social media kind of pervades 

every single show we do, in the same way as that you know 

mental health issues affect, kind of every show we do. So it’s just 

something that’s there all the time. 

 JAS Can i just ask Becky as well, is there a line you shouldn’t cross in the 

sense that are there any listeners who have been particularly 

vulnerable who maybe you followed up with after the show or is 

that something you shouldn’t do? 

00.16.28 BECKY I mean there’s lots of kind of guidelines about data protection 

which means that anybody who gets in touch with the show their 

details are stored securely on a kind of server that only the 

immediate production team have access to and we wouldn’t 
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access unless there was some kind of issue. So there’s a couple of 

exceptions to that, one of which is, when we think they might be at 

risk or they might need advice that we can’t give, because the 

three of us here we’re not councillors, none of the team are 

councillors, that’s not our role on the programme. 

00.16.55 BECKY So there are various ways that we can help people who are 

vulnerable and who need further help, and we put them in touch 

with charities that might help and there’s a kind of BBC process so 

I’ll refer the incident up to the Duty Manager, and they’ll kind of 

make the decision about who to advise them to. Then there’s the 

case of callers who have been really interesting and we think it 

would be worth following up, because they’ve got a really 

interesting story to tell, so for example when we did an exam result 

stress show, we had a caller who was freaking out about telling her 

parents what her exam results were the next day.  

00.17.33 BECKY So when she’d finished on air I asked if we could keep her contact 

details and follow up with her in six months time or a year’s time 

maybe like so that when we do a show like that again we can say, 

well last year we got a call and then this is what happened a year 

later. So those are the kind of two issues that would mean that we 

would keep someone’s details. If someone calls in and we think 

they’re at direct risk of harm, either from somebody else or from 

harming themselves, that’s when the alarm bells ring and that’s 

when we need to escalate that immediately.  

00.18.03 BECKY So we will keep the caller on the line, and we’ll ask them as many 

details as we can and we’ll let them know that we’re worried 

about them and we want to help them. Meanwhile i will call the 

Duty Manger who will then make a decision about whether we 

need to call the police, or we need to call Social Services and at 

that point then we relay that information back to the caller so that 

they know what we’ve done. 

 JAS So there are thorough processes in place there which again 

reinforce that the listeners are at the heart of the show there. 

00.18.33 BECKY Yes. 

 JAS Just a couple more things just going back to mental health, BBC 

Radio 1, 1Xtra and Asian Network are dedicating 2017 to a 

campaign called ‘My Mind and Me’, can you just give us a little bit 

more about this? 

00.18.44 BECKY Yes of course, so the campaign is going to have kind of big 

moments throughout 2017, a couple of months ago we did a big 

programme that focused on exam stress and pressure, where we 

triple cast across all three networks for the first time, we hosted this 

amazing show with a couple of kind of exam survivors, and that 

was a kind of big moment for the three networks, as part of this 

campaign. 

00.19.13 BECKY But there are going to be other big moments throughout the year 

so we’ll be focusing on various issues on ‘The Surgery’ as part of the 

wider campaign, so that by the end of the year, they’ll be a kind 

of database of resources, programmes, information and support 

for anybody suffering from any kind of mental health issue, to 

access, and really just to kind of get people talking about it and to 
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make sure that you know it stays on the radar. 

 JAS Yes it sounds like a great campaign and it will be a great resource 

there like you said for young people, well for anyone I suppose. 

00.19.44 GEMMA Exactly, we need to not say it’s for young people it’s all of us that 

need it. 

0019.48 JAS Just the final one then Dr Radha and I’m sure a lot of BBC 

members of staff will appreciate this, can you just give us some 

final words of advice for managing stress in the workplace? 

00.19.58 DR RADHA Well we all need those don’t we. My top one would be to create 

boundaries between work and life, so you know look at your time 

schedule, look at your emails, how they’re coming in, look at the 

time when you’re leaving work and when you’re going to turn off 

your emails, I think boundaries are really like up there when it 

comes to dealing with stress at work. Regular breaks, I know it 

sounds very traditional but having a break, getting out of the 

building, eating regularly, you know kind of getting away from your 

computer screen not looking at the screens all day, and I suppose 

the other third one would be to basically go and have something 

outside of work, so a hobby, exercise, whatever it might be to 

actively relax, not just passively relax. 

00.20.43 GEMMA My advice is to just not take it too seriously, no matter how serious it 

is, you know some of our nature of work is very serious and we 

want to do a serious job of it in terms of being a professional and 

succeed, but I think if you keep a sense of humour within your 

heart and your personal life and your general kind of relationship 

within work then things will be alright. 

00.21.09 DR RADHA Amen, amen sister. 

 JAS Wise words of wisdom there, thank you very much all of you, 

thanks a lot to Becky Grisedale-Sherry, Gemma Cairney and Dr. 

Radha of BBC Radio 1’s ‘The Surgery’, I think we’ve really seen now 

a great insight into the intricacies and sensitivities around 

producing a live medical radio show. For more information on 

Mental Health including covering this subject in the news you can 

head to our website to find out more. Don’t forget you can get in 

touch with us via Facebook or Twitter, we’re @bbcacademy. This 

podcast was coproduced by Jack Burgess and me, Jas Rao, 

thanks for listening. 

00.21.42 NARRATOR You’ve been listening to the BBC Academy Podcast, if you want to 

find out more about this topic or to hear previous shows, search 

online for the BBC Academy. 

00.21.51  MUSIC 

00.21.55  END OF RECORDING 
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