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Disclosures 

• I have no financial disclosures to report 

 

• I am not an expert participant of social media or a social 

media influencer 

 



Objectives 

• Describe the dangers of using social media as a physician from a 

patient privacy perspective and from a professionalism perspective 

 

• Discuss the benefits of using social media in lifelong learning 

 

• Explore ways to address patients consultation with social media 

and other internet search engines 



Social Media 

• Merriam Webster: 

• Forms of electronic communication (websites, social networking, 

microblogging) through which users create online communities to share 

information, ideas, personal messages and other content 



Social Media 



Social Media  

 

Pewresearch.org/fact-tank:  Share of US adults using social media, including Facebook, is mostly unchanged since 2018.  April 10, 2019 

 



Social Media Use and Healthcare providers 

BMC Res Notes 2017;10 

Acad Rad 2017;24(5) 

Fam Med 2015;47(3) 

Journal of Onc Practice 2016;12(1) 

Journal of surg Education 2018;75(3) 



Usage by students 

• 75% of medical students reported using social media 

frequently 
• 14% and 18% reported posting profanity or depiction of intoxication of themselves 

BMC Medical Education 2016;16 
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Who is looking? 

• 42-85% of patient would like to “follow” their healthcare 

professional on social media 
• Most do this out of curiosity or to obtain information about the physician/hospital 

 

• 43% believe it is appropriate to message physicians via social 

media 

 

• >90% feel it is important for doctors/hospital to have online 

presence 

The Harris Poll on behalf of AOA from April 19-23, 2018 among 2,024 U.S. adults ages 18 and older 

Journal of pediatric urology 2017;13(5) 

 



Potential pitfalls 

• Impact on professional identity 

• Institutional impact 

• Patient confidentiality violation 

 
Social Media doesn’t cause 

unprofessional behavior, just makes it 

easier for everybody else to see! 



Potential pitfalls 

• Impact on professional identity 

• Institutional impact 

• Patient confidentiality violation 

 



Professional vs Personal Identity 
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Would this reflect poorly on your 
professional identity? 

• You are just finishing up for the day and are excited to go out 

with colleagues to Happy Hour.  You are wearing your scrubs, 

and don’t have time to change 

• You take a picture of all of you drinking with bottles in hand 

and post to your social media account 
 



 



Professional identity 

• Many different professionals have been suspended or fired 

for posting things that “violate societal expectations” 

• Physicians have also been fired or disciplined for similar 

posts 

http://www.cnn.com/2010/WORLD/americas/01/29/haiti.puerto.rico.doctors/index.html?iref=allsearch 

http://www.cnn.com/2010/WORLD/americas/01/29/haiti.puerto.rico.doctors/index.html?iref=allsearch


Other Cases 
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What about medical students and 
residents? 

• Medical students that have 

been reported to Student 

Affairs Deans for social media 

content: 
• ~50% had profanity or discriminatory 

language 

• 39% had depiction of intoxication 

• 38% had sexually suggestive material 

• 13% had violations of patient privacy 

• 7% with violations were dismissed 

 

• Review of Surgery residents 

accounts 

• Over 70% had no concerns on 

their account 

• 14% had potentially unprofessional 

conduct 

• 12% had unprofessional content 

(such as HIPAA violations) 

• In Urology residents history of 

unprofessional posts predicted 

future unprofessional posts 

JAMA 2009;302(12):1309-1315 

J Surg Educ. 2014 Nov-Dec; 71(6):e28-32 

BJU Int 2018;122: 337-343 



Potential pitfalls 

• Personal impact on professional identity 

• Institutional impact 

• Patient confidentiality violation 

 



 



How might you interpret this post 

• Hospitalist posts on their social media account:  “Why can’t 

[insert specialty] just handle simple medical issues?!?  So 

frustrating!” 
• From the perspective of the hospitalist 

• From the perspective of the other physicians 

• From the perspective of patients 



How about this situation 

• You are the Emergency room doctor in a trauma center.  You 

just saw another case of a patient being injured by the 

Brightline train. 

• You post: 

• “Hey PSA for the day – it’s not smart to try to beat a train” and post a picture of an 

x-ray with no patient identifier 



Real case 
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Perception in GME 

Gronowski AM, etal. Academic Pathology 2016 



Potential pitfalls 

• Personal impact on professional identity 

• Institutional impact 

• Patient confidentiality violation 

 



Violation of Patient confidentiality? 

• You are a resident interested in pursuing endocrinology fellowship 

and you see a patient with uncontrolled diabetes who turned out to 

have acromegaly, and diagnosis was considered because of facial 

features 

• You obtain consent from the patient to present the case as 

research at a national conference 

• You take a picture in front of your poster which contains the picture 

of the patient and post to social media 
 



 



HIPAA 

 



Violation of Patient confidentiality? 

• You are excited that you recently saw a case today of tetanus 

and decide you want to share to spark interest in your field 

• You post: 

• “I love being able see new things everyday – learning about #tetanus #BRRH – what 

an amazing case of lockjaw today!”  



HIPAA and Social Media 

http://transcodecpc.com/protected-health-information-phi/ 

http://transcodecpc.com/protected-health-information-phi/
http://transcodecpc.com/protected-health-information-phi/
http://transcodecpc.com/protected-health-information-phi/
http://transcodecpc.com/protected-health-information-phi/
http://transcodecpc.com/protected-health-information-phi/
http://transcodecpc.com/protected-health-information-phi/
http://transcodecpc.com/protected-health-information-phi/


HIPAA and Social Media 

http://transcodecpc.com/protected-health-information-phi/ 
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Patient confidentiality issues? 

A Rhode Island Doctor was fired after 

posting enough about a patient (not their 

name or picture) but a community 

member as able to identify who the 

patient was 

 

Doctor was sued for $1.5 milling after 

posting pictures of an ED patient that 

was intoxicated 

https://www.kevinmd.com/blog/2011/04/doctor-reprimanded-patient-

privacy-breached-facebook.html 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/14/us/transgender-surgeon-patient-photos.html 

Miami Doctor is fired after 

posting insulting comments 

about patients as well as 

genitals 
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Licensing issues 

Ann Intern Med. 2013;158(2):124-130 



Perception of Licensing Issues 

J Grad Med Educ. 2017 Feb; 9(1): 85–89 



How to avoid problems 

• Maintain separate professional and personal accounts 
• Despite which account you are posting to, always make sure it is not unprofessional 

• Use privacy settings 

• Avoid “friending” patients or their families 
• If you do interact with patient, maintain appropriate boundaries 

• Be cognizant of patient privacy 

• Help colleagues identify if they post something inappropriate 

• If you have a conflict of interest, disclose it 

 
AMA policy:  Professionalism in the Use of Social media 



Know your institutions Policies 

• BRRH has social media policy that can be accessed through 

intranet 
• You should know that you can be disciplined (up to or including termination) by Boca Raton Regional Hospital for off-

duty conduct in violation of this policy. 

• You can also be held personally liable for commentary that is untrue, obscene, proprietary, or libelous by any offended 

party, not just Boca Raton Regional Hospital 

• There are also social media policies at FAU 



Social Media is not all bad! 

How to use social media to help you  



Benefits of Social media 

• Lifelong Learning  

• Practice and Professional Promotion 

• Professional Networking 

• Public Health 

 



CME and life long learning 



Social Media for lifelong learning 

 

• “FOAMed” or Free Open Access Medical education 
• One of the most common reasons physicians use Social media is for Continuing Medical Education 

• Benefits: 

• Rapid dissemination of information with “editorial” 

• Connection to other communities perspectives 

•  Downsides 

• No “editorial” oversight as with peer reviewed journals 

 

Health informatics journal 2016;22(2):99-112 

 



Quality of blogs and podcasts 

 

Annals of Emergency Medicine 2016;68(6):729-735 



Use of social media to teach or share 



Tips for using social media for learning 

• Twitter: 
• “Follow” people or things you find interesting or helpful 

• follow journals for updates when articles are posted, i.e. @theLancet, @NEJM 

• Facebook: 
• Join groups like ECG club or others to learn from a community with similar interests 

• Doximity: 
• Provides CME for reading articles 

• Follow podcasts 
• Many like JAMA, Consult guys, white coat investor, etc 

• Many Others 
 

Remember that 

many of these 

venues are not 

necessarily peer-

reviewed, so do 

not blindly follow 

recommendations, 

and critically 

appraise! 



Social Medial and public health 

• Social Media is a rapid form of 

communication that reaches far and wide 

in emergencies and public health issues 
• Boston Marathon Bombing 

• Be aware that a lot of the misinformation 

exists, i.e. anti-vax movement has been 

propagated on Social Media 
• Attacks on doctors that are pro-vaccine 

 
Twitter as a Sentinel in Emergency Situations:  Lessons from the Boston Marathon Explosions. PLOS Currents Disasters. 2013 Jul 2 . Edition 1. 

Am J Public Health. 2018;108(10):1378-1384 

www.cnn.com/2019/03/19/health/anti-vax-harassment-eprise/index.html 



Social Media for Marketing 

• Mayo Clinical started a campaign on Social 

Media which led to 1 million referrals to their 

website, 95 million Facebook and 4.5 million on 

YouTube in 3 months 
• This led to a 139% increase in patient appointments 

• MGH targeted patients and healthcare 

professionals on SM on lung cancer screening, 

increasing their website hits by 1500% 
• Following this campaign, their was an increase by 52% in scheduled screenings 

Radiographs 2018;38(6) 

Picture: Mayoclinic facebook page  



Professional promotion 

• Use Twitter to “tweet” your scholarly work 
• The more it is shared, the more readership it has, the more likely it is to be cited 

• Create “microBlogs” and “tweetorials” 
• As you share your expertise you garner more followers  more opportunity for scholarly collaboration 

• Be sure what you share is accurate!   

• Academic promotions are starting to take “digital presence” 

into account 
• You can get national notoriety rather quickly 

 

 
N Engl J Med 2018; 378:2342-2345 

Radiographs 2018;38(6) 



Patient Ratings 

• Spine surgeons with active social media accounts had more 

patient ratings, although didn’t correlate with better ratings 
• However,  google ratings were associated with better ratings if had active online presence 

• Age of physician was also a negative predictor for scores 

The Spine Journal 2018;18(11) 

 



Social media for patient support 

• Using twitter as a breast cancer support tool, showed 

decrease in anxiety from 28% to 9% 
• Only 5% of participants felt that the forum did not provide a safe and welcoming environment 

• Using social media for chronic conditions resulted in benefit 

for patients in 48% 
 

J Med Int Res 2015;17(7) 

American Journal of Med 2015;128(12) 



Patients use of Internet for medical 
purposes 

• 80% of adults use the internet and social media specifically 

for finding health information 

• 1 in 15 searches is health related on Google 

 

• 60% of patient who use internet for medical information felt 

the information was as good if not better than their doctors 

 

• 71% of patient who take internet information to their doctor 

want their opinion, not necessarily a specific intervention 

Radiographs 2018;38(6) 

J Gen Intern Med 2002;17:180-185 

Arch Intern Med 2003;163(14):1727-1734 



Social Media on Doctor patient-relationship 

• Increased patient’s knowledge and 

confidence to be more active in 

discussion 

 

• Patients are likely to switch doctors 

that don’t support their use of 

online resources such as Social 

Media, as it makes them feel less 

empowered 

BMC Health Services Research 2016;16(442) 



How to address “Dr. Google” search 

Most patients will not get 

adequate education in a 15 

minute visit 

 

This is why they go to the 

internet 

 

We are not their sole source 

of medical information  



 Open ended and Open minded 

Remember patients are coming 

to you for YOUR opinion 

• “Why do you feel you have xyz?” 

• “What resource did you use and how 

did you conclude this diagnosis is 

valid?” 

• Validate their search but put it in 

context of what is scientifically sound 

• Create an open space for questions 

 

Photo:  www.aninews.in/news/health/doctors-need-to-empathize-than-be-compassionate-for-better-results/ 



Opportunity for Guiding and Education 

• Have handouts in office for common conditions 

 

• Provide your patients with reputable sites to go to 
• Preferrable .edu sites or hospital sites 

• Make sure it is vetted and overseen by physicians 

 

• Create your own Blog or Social Media site that addresses common concerns 
• You may become a social media influencer! 

 

• Note; older patients are also using internet for healthcare but are embarrassed to discuss – so ask, 

it may empower them and help guide a richer discussion 

 

 
J Med Internet Res 2015;17(1) 



Other issues with SM and medicine 

• Mental Health issues and increased risk of depression, increased 

“normalization” of alcohol or drug use 

 

• Ease of sharing misinformation 
• Approximately 5 million shares/month of fake news stories on twitter in 2018 

 

• Research is limited due to issues with ethics and confidentiality/informed 

consent 
•   

Depression and anxiety 2016;33(4):323-331 

Drug and Alcohol Review 2012; 31:20–26 

Trends in the diffusion of misinformation on social media. Research & Politics 2019 

American Journal of Pulbic health 2018; 



Take home points 

• Be wary of posts that may be seen as unprofessional or may violate 

patient privacy even in personal pages 

• Know your organizations social media policy 

• Critically appraise the information you find on social media 

• Use social media for self promotion as well as continuing education 

• Empower your patients to know about their diagnoses/symptoms by 

validating their need for more information and creating content online! 

AMA Policy on Social Media:   

https://www.ama-assn.org/delivering-care/ethics/professionalism-use-social-media 

https://www.ama-assn.org/delivering-care/ethics/professionalism-use-social-media
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Thank you! 
Questions? 

@lmartinezUM 



Lets go back to our survey 

 


