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Duncan Smith


Biography
Richard Sullivan, 48, is professor of cancer and global health at King’s College, London, where he combines his interests in national and global cancer policy with wider studies of healthcare systems, particularly in areas of conflict. For nearly a decade he was clinical director of Cancer Research UK, and he worked at the London School of Economics before moving to King’s in 2011. Last year he co-wrote an analysis of David Cameron’s Cancer Drugs Fund, which concluded that it had cost over £1bn and provided relatively small benefits, demonstrating the folly of making policy on the hoof.

What was your earliest ambition?
To become a vet.

What was your best career move?
Joining the Cancer Research Campaign, which became Cancer Research UK.

What was the worst mistake in your career?
I’ve made quite a few! At the time, each felt like the worst ever. The trick in life is not to avoid mistakes but to own up when they happen and to try to learn from them.

How is your work-life balance?
The joy about doing “work” that I love is that there’s no such artificial distinction.

How do you keep fit and healthy?
Extensive physical training. I do a lot of freefall parachuting and sports climbing, which require a lot of endurance and strength. There’s a special place in my heart for trekking around the Brecon Beacons and the Black Mountains.

What single change would you like to see made to the NHS?
Reverse the destructive effects of competition and privatisation, and make NHS trusts cooperate with each other. We need to recreate the ethos of intelligent kindness and continuity of care.

What do you wish that you had known when you were younger?
That personal relationships could be so complicated—and how I could better go about them.

Do doctors get paid enough?
Seniors yes, juniors no, and the real casualties are NHS nurses.

To whom would you most like to apologise?
All of the refugees I’ve seen over the years—dispossessed and displaced peoples, from the Balkans through to camps such as Dadaab in Kenya—for the degrading and uncaring attitudes they’ve had to endure.

What do you usually wear to work?
Variable: jeans to suits.

What living doctor do you most admire, and why?
Gordon McVie [founding editor of ecancer.org, an open access cancer platform]. It seems to me that the gentleman never compromised on being a superb physician, researcher, and friend—nor tired of being curious and championing the public good.

What is the worst job you have done?
Opening envelopes for a summer job at the BBC. Mind numbing tedium, which reminds me of how lucky I am to be doing what I do now.

What single unheralded change has made the most difference in your field in your lifetime?
The revolution in laboratory techniques that’s made it possible to dissect cancer at every level, from the genome to imaging metastatic invasion.

What new technology or development are you most looking forward to?
In technology I’m excited about the possibilities of augmented/virtual reality, especially in surgery, for blended learning in medicine, to compress and widen capability, build capacity where we’re desperately short, and help improve care. As for systems, the day that the political elite actually delivers on promises to fund equitable, affordable healthcare properly will be a welcome revolution.

What book should every doctor read?
Carl Jung’s Modern Man in Search of a Soul.

What is your guiltiest pleasure?
Tattoos.

Where are or when were you happiest?
A minute ago.

What television programmes do you like?
Only Fools and Horses, The League of Gentlemen, The Professionals, and anything narrated by David Attenborough.

What personal ambition do you still have?
To see a little more of the world.

Summarise your personality in three words
Enthusiastic, creative, determined.

What is your pet hate?
Bigotry and cruelty.

What would be on the menu for your last supper?
Curry, particularly a chicken biryani cooked by the masterful chefs from the Nariman Point hotel in Mumbai.

What poem, song, or passage of prose would you like mourners at your funeral to hear?
La Prière du Para (The Paratrooper’s Prayer).

Is the thought of retirement a dream or a nightmare?
I’ll consider myself retired when I’m buried.

If you weren’t in your present position what would you be doing instead?
Luckily, I have no idea. I don’t ever seem to daydream of counterfactuals.
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