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ABSTRACT
tion.

Background: Use of social media is growing but remains an underutilised resource for inter-professional and patient communica-

Method: The aim of this study was to raise awareness and use of social media amongst doctors attending a postgraduate diploma
programme with the University of South Wales. Doctors were required to develop a YouTube video or set up a Twitter account to communicate information on endocrinology. Social media activity levels were monitored and measured. An on-line questionnaire was used
to determine previous exposure to social media, perceptions of the importance of social media and intention to use it in the future.
Results: Thirty-eight doctors participated. Nineteen (50%) developed YouTube videos and 17 (44.7%) set up Twitter accounts,
two students deferred studies (5.3%). Participants’ YouTube videos were viewed 2,067 times (average number of views, 115). The 17
subjects who opted for Twitter generated 2,347 tweets (average number of tweets, 138; range 2-854) and secured 659 followers (average 39; range 8-192). Thirteen of these 17 (77%) were still active 12 months after the assignment. Half the respondents of the on-line
questionnaire were new to using social media. Perceptions of the importance and utility of social media among the doctors increased,
particularly among those with little previous exposure to the medium.
Conclusion: This observational study reveals successful uptake and communication of professional messages to a wider audience
through social media among doctors studying a post-graduate diploma in endocrinology; many of whom were social media naïve. The
study supports the potential for wider use of social media in healthcare.
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but also give information from their own experience [7]. Many paINTRODUCTION
tients on social media are very engaged, often living with chronic
Social media is the collective term for a number of interconditions, cancers, or rare diseases, and may have more than just
net-based platforms and applications that allow users to generknowledge to impart to others; such patients are keen to change
ate and share content [1]. Its use has grown exponentially in the
the way healthcare is delivered [8]. Introducing health care profespast decade, helped by the increasing adoption of mobile devices
sionals to the possibilities afforded by social media opens up new
that make constant connection to the Internet possible. The meways to interact with patients, providing a tool to improve patient
dium has the potential to be used widely in healthcare, provided
care, whether it be by providing information about their care, or
professionals are familiar with its use and benefits.
education about their condition, directing them to the latest inforUse of social networking sites by adults in the United States
mation and/or research, or decreasing their sense of isolation.
has grown from 8% in 2005 to 72% in May 2013 [2]. Social meHealthcare professionals (HCPs) are increasingly using social
dia channels such as Twitter and YouTube have seen substantial
media
in a professional capacity. The number of United Kingdom
increases in the number of users. In 2016 Twitter usage stands
(UK)
HCPs
on Twitter exceeds 75,000 with UK consultants, general
at 7,106 tweets per second or 426,360 tweets per minute and
practitioners, nurses and pharmacists posting more than 152,000
116,579 YouTube videos are watched per second [3]. Patients
‘tweets’ a day [9] with the subjects discussed including healthcare
are turning to these channels for health information. Forty-two
policy, research and therapy areas. Healthcare professionals are
per cent of respondents in an IMS survey indicated that they had
also turning to twitter as a resource to add to their knowledge
used social media to research a healthcare issue [2]. A survey of
base and to keep updated. While Twitter cannot replace tradi23,000 respondents in the United States by the National Retional methods of acquiring professional knowledge it is a quick
search Corporation showed that 32% used YouTube, and 18%
and easy tool for accessing information. In 2012, a tipping point
turned to MySpace or Twitter for health information. One in four
was reached, when at a major healthcare conference, there were
of the respondents said that what they learned on these sites was
more ‘virtual participants’ than participants who were physically
“very likely” or “likely” to impact their future health decisions
present, illustrating the power of social media. The event also
[4]. In Europe, a similar survey found that half of all “online” condemonstrated that social media enables healthcare professionals
sumers reported watching online health videos, predominantly
to transcend geographic barriers [10].
seeking videos about condition information, either by using
Social media is already integrated into the clinical decision
search engines or channels such as YouTube [5]. The UK online
making process for doctors; physicians spend twice as much time
video audience is estimated to be growing by 8% per year [6].
using online resources than they do reading conventional print
In the past it has been thought that for patients, the need for
decision tools [11]. The Google Physician Channel Adoption study
confidentiality would drive them to other, more private platshowed that on average, physicians spend three hours per week
forms. However, in recent years there has been a sharp increase
watching online videos for professional purposes and cite Medin the number of conversations in existing patient communities
scape and YouTube followed by pharmaceutical company websites
on Twitter and also a growth in the number of new patient comas the most important sources of video content [11]. The main
munities [6]. The Healthcare Hashtag Project to monitor and colreasons for accessing online videos were for continuing medical
late health conversations on Twitter has amassed approximately
education (55%), disease and condition information (43%) and
150 million health tweets, from which it has concluded that
demonstrations of medical procedures (40%). Less commonly,
Twitter provides a convenient and powerful place for patients to
physicians accessed video clips to share with patients (13%). Of
meet other patients where they can both receive information
respondents to the Google survey, 38% of those who watched a

a professional video online shared the information with a patient, and 40% shared it with a colleague [11].
Social media is also playing an increasing role in how physicians
pursue their undergraduate, postgraduate and continuing medical
education [12]. It can be used to hone practical skills, through
watching online demonstration videos that offer the added advantage of being available at any hour of the day, and as a channel
for students to interact with mentors and teachers. It is a proven,
additional means of communication between the physician and his
or her fellow students or colleagues, to share ideas, research and
personal viewpoints in or out of normal working hours.
With the rapidly expanding use of social media by both patients
and physicians, it is a natural progression for doctors to use these
channels to help extend their reach when conveying health information to a wider audience. While online communication cannot
replace the face-to-face consultation, social media can enhance
between-visit care and help people, particularly those with longterm conditions to self-manage their condition [13]. This is particularly important with regard to patients with chronic endocrine
disease where it is estimated that they may spend as little as eight
hours per year in direct contact with a health professional [14].
Thus using social media is an increasingly important tool for doctors with which to be equipped and can assist in delivering healthcare messages with the potential for improved care. The growing
use of social media by patients with long-term conditions seeking
health information and support led to inclusion of the use of social
media within the post-graduate endocrinology diploma course.

METHODS

We assessed the impact of incorporating social media activity on doctors undertaking an on-line postgraduate diploma in
endocrinology (www.diploma-msc.com), studying how they could
communicate clinical messages amongst themselves as well as
a wider audience. Students on the course remained in practice
throughout the programme allowing maximal opportunity to
apply their learning to practice. The subjects were tasked with the
activity of creating a YouTube video about an aspect of endocrinology (fine needle aspiration of the thyroid gland) or a Twitter
account and using it to tweet about endocrinology topics as part of
a study module. These channels were selected as a means of challenging students to deliver online healthcare messages in different
ways. Ethical aspects and appropriate use of the technology were
discussed together with the need for the responsible use of the
media, including avoidance of any patient identifiable data [12,15].
Objective data on activity were collected from three student
cohort intakes over two years in 2012-2013. For those who chose
to set up a Twitter account, their activity was measured by assessing the number of ‘tweets’ posted, the number of followers each
subject attracted and the number of other Twitter accounts the
subject followed. For those who created a YouTube video, the activity was assessed by the number of views for each video posted
and the number of ‘likes’.
As part of the course evaluation an on-line questionnaire was
administered to all students after completing the module. The
questionnaire was voluntary and students participated in such a
way that they consented to the study. Subjects were asked about
previous exposure to social media, perceptions of using social
media before and after completing the assignment and how important they considered the use of social media to be in medicine,
including how successful they considered social media to be in
communicating with colleagues and patients and if they had continued using social media after the end of the course.

RESULTS

The characteristics of the group of doctors are illustrated in Table 1. In total, 38 subjects in three cohorts (3 intakes over 2 years)
participated in a social media assignment between 2012 and 2013.
Nineteen participants (50%) developed YouTube videos and 17
(44.7%) set up Twitter accounts. Two students deferred their
studies during this period and were not included in analyses.

The participants’ YouTube videos were viewed 2,067 times
(aver age number of views, 115) (Figure 1). The 17 subjects who
opted for Twitter accounts generated 2,347 tweets (average
number of tweets, 138; range 2-854) and overall, secured 659
followers (average 39; range 8-192) (Figure 2). At 12 months after
completion of the project, 13 of the 17 (77%) could be seen to be
still active on Twitter.
A total of 13 (59%) participants responded to the on-line
questionnaire. Seven of the respondents (54%) had never used
social media previously; two had previously used Facebook alone
(15%), and four had used all the social media channels mentioned
in the questionnaire (31%) (Facebook, YouTube and Twitter).
Before completing the assignment, five (39%) of the respondents
described themselves as uncomfortable or very uncomfortable
about using social media but at the end of the assignment, all but
one of the 13 respondents felt confident about using social media.
Total scores of participants increased from 38 (range 1-5) to 52
(range 2-5) when 1 = completely uncomfortable and 5 = completely comfortable with using social media and average scores
increased from 2.9 to 4. Similarly, there was a shift towards an
understanding of the potential importance of the use of social media in medicine/healthcare with an increase in the average score
from 3.5 to 4.1 (using a scale of 1-5, where 1 = not important and
5 = very important in relation to perception of the importance of
social media). In terms of its importance for communicating with
colleagues and patients, on a scale of 1-5, with 1 being unsuccessful and 5 being very successful (maximum possible score = 65), the
respondents considered social media to be important in communicating with colleagues (total score = 54; range 3-5) and patients
(total score = 49; range 2-5).

DISCUSSION

The relatively recent development of social media channels has
seen its growing use in healthcare by both patients and physicians.
Within the area of chronic disease it is particularly important as
both support and education for patients. Evidence suggests that
education, communication and social networks impact on outcomes, particularly in chronic disease [16-18]. Thus, with chronic
endocrine conditions such as obesity, hypopituitarism, polycystic
ovarian syndrome and thyroid dysfunction, the ability of social
media to reach out to a potentially large and receptive audience
holds an appeal to the health care professional endeavouring to
improve care.
This observational study reveals that doctors studying for a
postgraduate endocrine diploma can use social media successfully
to engage with a wider audience. Our study reveals that 54% of
respondents were using social media at the commencement of
the project, with the remaining 46% indicating that they had not
engaged with social media or attempted to use it in their practice.
The degree of usage is encouraging as a recent study suggests that
only roughly a quarter of doctors regularly use social media [19].
Amongst individuals that had prior experience of social media,
there was a mix of attitudes, and comfort with using the medium
and a range of experience from little to those with complete exposure to all questioned forms of social media including Facebook,
YouTube and Twitter. Similarly, despite initial apprehension, the
majority of respondents felt more comfortable with using social
media to distribute endocrine messages and importantly, continued to use social media after completion of the project. Almost
all felt that the project increased their confidence in using social
media and opened their eyes to new ways of relating to patients
and colleagues and enabling them to realise its potential as a
communication tool with patients and colleagues. This may be a
consequence of the fact that within the supported environment
of a course subjects were enabled to experiment with unfamiliar
techniques and new ways of working which might otherwise have
appeared daunting.
Another interesting observation from this study is that we were
able to take a group of social media- naïve doctors and observe
how they used social media outlets. From our study it appears

that the doctors were more likely to see the importance of social
media channels to communicate with colleagues rather than
with patients. Peer to peer communication may be the easiest
way to get started, with expansion of networks and influence as
confidence grows. It is in line with current thinking on the use of
channels such as Twitter, which has been described as a ‘virtual
water cooler’ [20] – a location for healthcare professions to gather
and share information with each other.
For many healthcare professionals, the concern about misuse of social media is a stumbling block to uptake. Undertaking
this diploma course allowed students to explore the possibilities
of the medium in a supported environment. The importance of
knowing about, and following guidance on the appropriate use of
social media was highlighted to students and a discussion forum
allowed them to debate or express their concerns amidst peer and
tutor support. Professional bodies such as the UK General Medical
Council [12] help by providing guidance on the responsible use of
social media. They recognise the benefits of social media in engaging people in public health and policy discussions, to establishing
professional networks and facilitating patient access to information about health and services. They also provide guidance on
guarding against the inappropriate use of social media by maintaining professional boundaries, protecting patient confidentiality,
and respecting fellow professionals.
The on-going challenge for our students is to take the confidence and experience they have gained using social media and
build upon it to build their expertise in communicating with patients [21]. In a previous study among healthcare professionals undertaking a postgraduate course in diabetes we found that social
media-naïve healthcare professionals from diverse backgrounds
were able to adopt and effectively use social media platforms
to deliver health care messages [21]. Indeed, former students
report having incorporated its use into their practice by setting up
patient fora, sending out reminders and updates to patients with
chronic conditions and building an on-line community in efforts
to improve patient care. The present study confirms this finding
within a group of doctors studying endocrinology. Further follow
up is planned as student numbers expand, looking at participant
characteristics and continued usage of social media applied to
clinical practice.
A limitation of the study was that some students had not yet
reached the point in the programme where they completed the online questionnaire so the number of responses was less. While it
is not possible to assert that the responses were representative of
the student cohort, nonetheless, the observations are of interest,
particularly in respect of the apparent growth in confidence and
recognition of the importance of these channels of communication. As a result of this study the feedback exercise has become a
mandatory and integral part of the assignment. Another potential limitation is that our relatively small group of students who
undertook social media activities within the context of a diploma
course may not be representative of endocrinologists adopting
social media, de novo. However, that said, the course’s social media
module has enabled us to follow a group of practising endocrinologists who would otherwise be very difficult to identify and track as
they commence use of social media. To our knowledge it is the first
study to provide such data. Furthermore, the study does provide
an insight into attrition and unforced use of social media following
termination of the course.

Table 1. Characteristics of participants

Year of study

Number of students
Medical Discipline
Generalist e.g.GP
Specialist e.g. diabetologist/
endocrinologist
Country of origin
UK
Overseas
Chosen social medium
Twitter
YouTube

2012

2013

24

14

9

7

15
2

5

8

9

22
14

9
5

Note: Two students deferred their studies during the period of
the course.

Figure 1: Results for participants opting to use YouTube

CONCLUSION

The findings of this observational study reinforce the value of
including ‘use of social media’ in post-graduate study and show the
possibilities for extending its use in both professional and patient
arenas. The study revealed that exposing healthcare professionals
to social media provides alternative modes of communication for
healthcare messages among both patients and healthcare professionals. Used effectively, social media can be an agent for addressing communication needs and thus can form an important tool in
providing a high quality healthcare.
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Figure 2: Results for participants electing to use Twitter

Conflict of Interest and Acknowledgements
The authors are involved in running the course described but have
not received any financial or other support and the study has not
been published or submitted elsewhere.
Ethics
Local ethics committee approval was deemed unecessary for this
study as we retrospectively reported on social media activity
which is in the public domain.
Funding
This study received no external sources of funding
Guarantor
Prof JS Davies acts as the guarantor for this article

Contributorship
Dr RE Davis [RED], Dr A Kalhan [AK] and Prof JS Davies [JSD]
conceptualised this study. RED and JSD wrote the paper with
assistance from AK. AK undertook the supervision of the students
participitating in the diploma programme. All work on this article
is the unique contribution of the authors and the administrative
team of Diploma-MSc.com

Acknoweldgement
We acknoweldge the assistance of the Diploma-MSc.com administrative team in data collection from social media.

REFERENCES

1

Kaplan A.M., Haenlein M (2010). Users of the world,
unite! The challenges and opportunities of social media. Business
Horizons. 2009; 53: 59-68. https://goo.gl/3c4o1r
2
IMS. Engaging patients through social media. Social media in healthcare report. IMS Healthcare. 2014;1–12. https://goo.
gl/KUY7ie
3
Internet live stats. https://goo.gl/oGyGG5
4
Cohen E. Patients use facebook, twitter to get health
information. CNN Heal. 2011. https://goo.gl/zeVLwf
5
Anon. Potential for Pharma-Patient Engagement through
Video Increases as more Online Europeans Watch Health Videos
on the Internet. PR Newswire. 2014. https://goo.gl/Y1YRAz
6
Mohamud A. 2013 UK Digital Future in Focus. Comscore
whitepaper. 2013. https://goo.gl/7LGMNo
7
Utengen A. The rise of patient communities on twitter.
Symplur. 2012; 1. https://goo.gl/s4x8NV
8
Utengen A. The Flattening of Healthcare: Breaking Down
Barriers in Healthcare Social Media. Symplur. 2013; 1. https://goo.
gl/mhw6sH
9
Tyer D. Number of healthcare professionals on Twitter
tops 75,000. PMLive. 2014; 1. https://goo.gl/ZDeiag
10
Utengen A. Analyzing Twitter Conversations from Healthcare Conferences. Symplur. 2013; 1. https://goo.gl/rsaRPL
11
Google. The Doctor’s Digital Path to Treatment. Think
Newsl. 2012. https://goo.gl/d1YK3i
12
GMC. Social media: what does it mean for you? GMC
Student News. 2012. https://goo.gl/CsXUZt
13
Househ M. The use of social media in healthcare: organizational, clinical, and patient perspectives. Stud Health Technol
Inform 2013; 183: 244-248. https://goo.gl/HBHti6
14
Boucher JL. Technology and Patient-Provider Interactions: Improving Quality of Care, but Is It Improving Communication and Collaboration? Diabetes Spectrum 2010; 23: 142–144.
https://goo.gl/RoiZPY
15
BMA. Using social media: practical and ethical guidance
for doctors and medical students. London: 2011. https://goo.gl/
HJEgU6

16
Siminerio L, Ruppert K, Huber K, Toledo FG. Telemedicine for Reach, Education, Access, and Treatment (TREAT): Linking
Telemedicine with Diabetes Self-management Education to Im-

prove Care in Rural Communities. Diabetes Educ. 2014; 797-805.
https://goo.gl/aEhczP
17
Pereira K, Phillips B, Johnson C, Vorderstrasse A. Internet
Delivered Diabetes Self-Management Education: A Review. Diabetes Technol Ther.2015; 55-63. https://goo.gl/eiUKmV
18
Ashrafian H, Toma T, Harling L, Kerr K, Athanasiou T,
Darzi A. Social networking strategies that aim to reduce obesity
have achieved significant although modest results. Health Aff (Millwood). 2014; 33: 1641–1647. https://goo.gl/cmZtQD
19
McGowan BS, Wasko M, Vartabedian BS, Miller RS,
Freiherr DD, Abdolrasulnia M. Understanding the factors that
influence the adoption and meaningful use of social media by physicians to share medical information. J Med Internet Res. 2012;14:
117. https://goo.gl/qrBPHM
20
Brockway. 8 ways to create a virtual water cooler to
increase engagement. Brockw. Hum. Serv. Inc. 2014: 1.
21
Lipp A, Davis R, Peter R, JS Davies. The use of social media among health care professionals within an online postgraduate
diabetes diploma course. Pract Diabetes 2014; 31: 14-17. https://
goo.gl/9126YU

