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Introduction: 
 
Social media is increasingly used by both doctors and patients. It has created opportunities to 
help providers connect to our patients, other healthcare colleagues, and to the general public. 
It is a powerful tool that can help market our practice, share health information, and manage 
one’s personal and professional reputation. But it also has pitfalls. As much as it can help 
promote you, misuse can likewise harm your reputation and standing. There are many social 
media tools that are currently available (i.e., Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and a practice 
website). It is important to establish a goal beforehand, and to have a healthy degree of caution 
and consideration in the content that you choose to post, display, or comment on.   
 
Some general considerations before getting started: 

- Identify your target audience and determine the goals of your social media account. For 
example, consider what age group or population you are targeting (e.g.., Baby Boomers, 
adults over the age of 18, other healthcare professionals, etc.)  

- Choose a platform based on your intended audience and goal. Facebook is the 
commonly used platform among all age groups, except teenagers. Snap chat and 
Instagram are common social media platforms among teenagers and other younger 
users.  

- Determine if you want an exclusively professional account, a combined 
personal/professional account, or an account that your practice and partners will share.  

- Consider if there is someone who is mainly in charge of the account, who else will have 
access of the account, and who will post content. Many practices hire or use their office 
staff to manage their social media account as part of their public relations or advertising 
effort. 

- Consider linking accounts across multiple platforms. Many social media accounts can be 
linked so that content posted on one platform will be shared across all of your accounts 
on other platforms. This will make it easier to post content across multiple platforms.  

 
Platforms and Specific Tips for Social Media: 
 
Blogging:  
It is one of the oldest platforms for establishing an online presence. WordPress and 
Squarespace are two commonly used platforms to start your blogging site. A “blog” is a user 
created website where the user publishes discrete posts, oftentimes informally, in what is often 



a diary-style entry. You can write on a variety of topics and many blog sites related to health 
and fitness are currently present on the web. https://www.kevinmd.com/blog/ is one of the 
most often cited examples of a hugely successful physician-led blog site. His popularity has led 
to other avenues in his career including media commentating, public speaking invitations, and 
authorship, in addition to the practice of medicine. Some general tips for creating a successful 
blog would be to establish a primary purpose in advance. Consider:  

• Is having the most followers important?  
• Who is your target audience?  
• Is advertisement of your practice important?  
• What content do you want to talk about?  
• What expertise do you have to offer?  

 
It is also important to keep the reader engaged, be mindful of the use of medical jargon as may 
lose key readers (depending on your target audience), post frequently, and use an interesting 
headline or images to maintain interest.   
 
Facebook:  
It is one of the largest platforms currently available with about 1.7 billion users in 2020. 7 in 10 
U.S adults use Facebook. Facebook clearly is a powerful tool with wide reach. Advertisements 
on Facebook can be targeted to a certain geography and age-group and is a relatively 
inexpensive form of advertisement.   
 
While many of us use our Facebook accounts for personal reasons (e.g., connecting with family 
and friends), Facebook can also be used professionally. We suggest you consider creating a 
separate account/page for your professional life.  You can write educational material from your 
area of expertise, share your practice’s involvement in the local community or involvement in 
charity events, allow management of your online reputation, and share information about your 
practice itself and the services that are offered. It is also a platform to share the professional 
biography of the providers in the office. “Facebook live” can be used as a way to reach many 
patients with interest in certain topics such as colon cancer screening, certain disease 
conditions, and can elevate your local expertise in these areas.  
 
One should also tread carefully on Facebook as well, given its large reach. It is NOT a platform 
to give out direct personal clinical advice or consultation, to personally confirm or deny a 
patient attends your practice, and one should also be cautious of engaging in political 
discourse, unless this is the goal of your account to begin with. Are you willing to alienate 
others in the sharing of your thoughts or opinions? This needs to be carefully considered in 
advance.   
 
Twitter:  
On this platform, you can share information in the form of a “tweet” that is limited to 280 
characters or less (up from 140 characters previously). It is meant to be a platform for a short, 
succinct thought or information. You can engage and dialogue with others by commenting on a 
tweet. A popular tweet itself can be “re-tweeted” by other users, which itself, if continued on, 

https://www.kevinmd.com/blog/


can take on exponential spread. Twitter can be used for networking with peers and colleagues, 
as well as engaging with your patients or the general public at large. Again, a key thing to 
consider is what the goal is for your Twitter account.  

• Will it be more personal or professional?  
• Will it be used to follow other professional colleagues only or will you delve into 

following other celebrities, athletes, politicians that are of personal interest to 
you?  

 
You will also need to familiarize yourself with the use of hashtags, which can help your tweets 
be found by others. You will need to have a strategy for growing your own following, as these 
individuals will in essence be the only people who initially see your tweet in their newsfeed. 
You should also be active and engage or comment in Twitter regularly to continue to grow your 
own personal account and keep its content fresh. You will need to start subscribing and 
following already established accounts on Twitter, as well as your specialty society accounts.   
@AustinChiangMD is a great example of a gastroenterologist who has developed a successful 
twitter account, and at this time of this article, having over 66K followers.  Twitter can also be 
used for marketing and education.  
 
A helpful source is: Bilal, M, Oxentenko, Amy S.  The Impact of Twitter: Why Should You Get 
Involved, and Tips and Tricks to Get Started, The American Journal of Gastroenterology: 
October 2020 - Volume 115 - Issue 10 - p 1549-1552 
doi: 10.14309/ajg.0000000000000763. 
 
Instagram:  
This is a platform that is more for image-based content than written content. Just over one-
third of U.S adults use this platform, and the platform itself has about 1 billion users worldwide. 
Though the content is usually in the form of an image, captioning of your images is also the 
norm. It does not have the character limitations of Twitter. The use of hashtags in your caption 
is also common on Instagram, helping other users find your content. It is a platform on which 
users usually share pictures or short videos. One can also go “live” on Instagram, which allows 
you to interact with your followers in real-time. This platform can also be used to promote 
yourself, your practice, or share personal experiences and is a powerful tool to allow followers 
to get to know you on a more personal level.   
 
Some other platforms include: 
LinkedIn:  
It markets itself as the platform that connects the “world’s professionals.” A completed user 
account is essentially an online version of a resume or CV (Curriculum Vitae). It can connect you 
to previous, current, and potential future employers, and is a powerful tool for recruiting.   
 
YouTube.com:  
An account will allow you to post content in the form of video. You are creating what is 
essentially your own “channel.” Your video content can be used to introduce your practice, 



provide medical and healthcare education, explain medical procedures, or even share thoughts 
on public policy.  
 
Best Practices for Social Media: 
 
Professionalism:  
Physicians need to be mindful of their conduct on social media platforms, whether it is for the 
content they personally post or the comments they make on others’ accounts. Make the 
assumption that your content is visible to everyone and can be on the internet indefinitely. 
Avoid posting any content that you would not want your patients, colleagues, and employer to 
see. One should also be careful in the content they “like,” retweet, or share with other 
followers. Your followers can and will see your activities, including the posts or photos that you 
“liked.”  Another good rule of thumb would be how your mother/father/caregiver would feel if 
they read your posts or comments. Establishing a goal in advance for your online presence will 
help out tremendously. Consider a  dual account to separate your personal and professional 
life.. Vacation photos where you in a compromising situation, posted on an account followed by 
other colleagues or patients, is best left offline.  
 
There have been cases where social media use has triggered debates about online 
professionalism.  There was an article published in Journal of Vascular Medicine in August 2020 
about the prevalence of unprofessional social media content among young vascular surgeons in 
their societies. Unprofessional behavior in that article included posting oneself in provocative 
Halloween costumes or pictures of oneself in a bikini. This led to an online movement 
#MedBikini on Twitter and Instagram, highlighting perceived gender bias and misogyny in their 
specialty.   
 
Action: Consider having, in advance, a plan of action for a patient who you have an established 
professional relationship with, who wants to follow or “friend” you on your personal social 
media platform.  What will you do in such a situation, which will inevitably occur? Some will 
decline the request and explain importance of maintaining a professional relationship. Others 
may allow it. It is helpful to direct them to your other online professional account if one exists.  
 
Confidentiality:  
It remains our ethical and legal duty to maintain patient confidentiality. This seems obvious 
but worth mentioning. Providers need to make sure that no patient identifier information is 
present in any of your posted online content. As an example, a provider who was caring for a 
young leukemia patient posted a picture of that patient on their personal Facebook page with 
the caption, “My brave patient.” This individual was rightfully terminated for doing so.  
 
Another example could be saying, “I saw this rare case of <some rare disease> today.”  With a 
date and rare condition given, a small practice or a practice in a smaller population can have 
divulged enough information for the patient to be identified. As providers, it is engaging and 
useful to post content on interesting cases, or interesting endoscopic photos/videos, but always 



be mindful that patient identifiers are not present in the posted content either directly or 
indirectly. Also consider that it may be prudent to ask for consent/permission from the patient.  
 
Reputation Management: 
Patients can find out a world of information about their physicians with a quick online search. 
They can know the details of your medical training, state medical licensures, prior litigation, 
board certifications, and read reviews from other patients. Online reviews are increasingly 
playing a key role in how patients choose a physician. This is in addition to more traditional 
ways such as word-of-mouth and recommendations from primary care providers. Some 
websites include Healthgrades.com, RateMDs.com, Vitals.com, and Yelp reviews. For many, 
how to properly deal with negative online reviews is a frustration, but it also can also be used to 
achieve a positive outcome. How you respond can be an opportunity to promote yourself or 
your practice in a positive light. Some general tips and advice to consider:  
 

- Ignoring a negative comment can be taken as a tacit admission of its validity or at 
the very least, an indication of apathy.  

- A belligerent response is more likely to harm than repair your online reputation. 
- Ask if there is any validity at all to the complaint or negative comment at all, 

especially if multiple reviews are pointing to the same complaint.  
- A general good response could include a recognition of the complaint or concern. 

Some form of recognition for the poor experience is also helpful. An example would 
include, “We are sorry to hear of your experience. I would appreciate it if you could 
call my office manager to share about your experience in detail to see if we can 
make the experience for you and other patients better in the future. She/he can be 
reached at ….”.  This can open up channels of communication, as well as let other 
readers know about your commitment to your practice development.   

- Do not be afraid of seeking feedback from patients. Consider posting visible signs in 
your office encouraging the use of a certain review sites for them to leave feedback 
regarding their experience.  

- Many ratings websites allow you to take ownership of your review account. Take 
advantage of this.  

- Encourage patients who have expressed a positive experience with your care or your 
practice, to leave online feedback. 

- There are multiple online sites which offer services to proactively monitor or 
increase your online reputation. Sites include patientpop.com, birdeye.com, 
repugen.com. These platforms can help set up online scheduling, review your online 
presence and reputation, and help you market yourself online. Some of these sites 
send a request to your patients to leave feedback or a review. These reviews can 
then be linked to Google and Facebook.  The requests can be sent to your patient via 
text, email, Facebook, or your website. You can also track, respond and promote 
positive reviews.  

 
 
 



Conclusion: 
 
Social media is likely to be an important player for the foreseeable future and for the duration 
of our careers as physicians. Most of us are ill equipped to tackle what seems like a daunting 
and formidable endeavor of online presence. Newer social media platforms are constantly 
being developed while some older platforms may fall away. The task can seem overwhelming to 
keep up with. It can also be an opportunity for those that are willing to take that step. From the 
use of social media, you are now able to reach more individuals and have an immense target 
audience than was ever previously thought possible. It is a powerful tool for advertisement and 
self-promotion, oftentimes in a very cost-effective manner. One can be a public health 
champion and promoter, help influence public health policy, or even develop into a reputation 
as a social media thought leader in a given area of healthcare. Research the different platforms 
that are available, including ones that were not discussed in this article (e.g. podcasts, 
YouTube). Consider starting with one platform based on your initial level of interest. Start 
slowly to see if the platform is really what you had envisioned before spending a significant 
amount of time and energy developing it. Do not hesitate in changing platforms if you find that 
ultimately, it does not fit your needs. But before you step out into this digital world, making 
sure you have a goal and vision in advance will go a long way. Remember we are in a highly 
regulated profession. Ensure you are keenly aware of the legal pitfalls. Helpful resources: 
 

1. Moses RE, McNeese L; Feld L et al. Social Media in the Health-Care Setting: Benefits but 
Also a Minefield of Compliance and Other Legal Issues, American Journal of 
Gastroenterology: August 2014 - Volume 109 - Issue 8 - p 1128-1132. doi: 
10.1038/ajg.2014.67) 

2. ACG practice management committee Toolbox- Marketing your practice in digital era. 
(http://s3.amazonaws.com/webfiles.gi.org/docs/Toolbox/MarketingYourPracticeintheDi
gitalEra.pdf) 

3. Association of Health Care Social Media. https://ahsm.wildapricot.org 
4. Mount Sinai social media guidelines. https://icahn.mssm.edu/about/faculty-

resources/handbook/institutional/social-media 
 

Other Resources:  
1. Online medical professionalism: patient and public relationships: policy statement from 

the American College of Physicians and the Federation of State Medical Boards. 
Farnan JM et al American College of Physicians Ethics, Professionalism and Human 
Rights Committee; American College of Physicians Council of Associates; Federation of 
State Medical Boards Special Committee on Ethics and Professionalism. Ann Intern Med. 
2013 Apr 16;158(8):620-7. doi: 10.7326/0003-4819-158-8-201304160-
00100.PMID: 23579867 
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