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Social Media, Friend or Foe? 

 

 

The rise of social media has, without a doubt, strengthened global networking 

capabilities and to a certain extent removed barriers to communication.  

Nevertheless, its growth in popularity has allowed for an unintended consequence-- 

the graying of personal and professional lives.  

 

How many times have you opened the morning newspaper, glanced at a website 

scroll, or set down for the evening news to the headline of “employee terminated for 

inappropriate internet conduct?”  My experience has been that it’s so often it’s 

becoming banal, with only the most outrageous of social media mishaps registering 

on my radar.  Poor Anthony Weiner.  

 

While personal ethos and/or a thorough understanding of your own social media 

outlet of choice might have you saying “what an idiot!” or “how could someone be 

that careless?” in all honesty, nebulous social media workplace standards and/or 

ever-changing security settings, could be just as culpable.  

 

Social media is defined as electronic communication through which users create 

online communities to share information, ideas, personal messages, and other 

content.  Social media claims a stake in nearly everyone’s life, either through 

personal, professional or business use.  Now more than ever before, it is essential 

for businesses to adopt a clear-cut social media usage policy that outlines what is 

acceptable both in and out of the workplace.    

 

Many social media users grapple with the concept of their digital image or how they 

want to be perceived by their viewers.  The idea that you want to include enough 

information in order for people to have a better sense of who you are, but not so 

much that your character could be judged, is a confounding dilemma with no simple 

solution.     

 

The New Practitioners Forum of the American Society of Health-System Pharmacists 

(ASHP) offers three fundamental strategies a burgeoning professional might 

consider when constructing a social media profile.  The first option is to create a 

profile that is strictly intended for an audience of verified friends and family.  An 

alternative option is to maintain a profile that is solely used for professional or 

business-related contact.  The third option, commonly referred to as “dual 

citizenship,” is to create a profile that blends a nuanced version of personal with 

professional.1 

 



Whatever social media strategy a healthcare professional chooses to employ, they 

should bear in mind the type of information presented, the potential viewing 

audience, and the fact that all information provided leaves behind a digital footprint 

that is often permanent.  As a prominent internet blogger covering information 

technology’s influence on humanity once said of Facebook: “There are many 

functions available to encourage the narcissist, but no tools to dismantle him,” one 

should be extra cautious of their projected online persona.2 

 

To bring the argument closer to home, recent published reports investigating 

professional students use of social media, indicated that pharmacy and medical 

students lacked good judgment when communicating and presenting themselves 

online in social media venues.3-5 In a similar regard, it was also noted that some 

students deem personal information published online to be irrelevant to their 

ability to provide optimal patient care.5 While job-seekers with this thought process 

may be lucky enough to find an employer who thinks the same way, odds are that an 

overwhelming majority will not.   A poignant example from the Federation of State 

Medical Boards Policy on Social Media Use, asserts that after a female patient views 

online photos of her physician doing keg stands and making frequent posts about 

the extent of his partying, how likely is she to trust the care provided during their 

past early morning appointments? Was her doctor even sober? 6 

 

The ASHP recently adopted a formal position that encourages all pharmacy 

professionals using social media to: “exercise professional judgment and adhere to 

professional and legal requirements in both private and public social media 

communications, especially legal and ethical obligations to protect the privacy of 

personal health information.7” Further emphasized is the point that healthcare 

professionals, especially those with direct patient care responsibilities, have 

traditionally been held to higher societal standards of conduct than members of the 

general public. 

 

Shifting gears, it should be duly noted that when used appropriately and with 

discretion, social media provides professionals with several powerful assets-- the 

most obvious being the capacity to network and exchange job-related information.  

Many positive uses of social media have been examined ranging from the ability to 

facilitate learning for students and patients, to promoting credibility and securing a 

favorable brand image for businesses.8   For example, insurance companies like 

Aetna and Cigna maintain open YouTube, Twitter and Facebook accounts, allowing 

for an atmosphere of transparency, which is viewed in a favorable light by 

consumers.  So when a complaint is “tweeted” into the public domain by a 

dissatisfied patient or provider, these companies are more likely to offer a timely 

solution to the problem.8   According to a 2011 survey by QuantiaMD, more than 

67% of participating physicians reported using social media for professional 

purposes, citing that in doing so they were able to increase efficiency, cut costs and 

provide care that adheres to national standards.9 

 



Ultimately, healthcare professionals both “new” and “seasoned,” should strive to 

maintain the same behavior online as they would in a face-to-face encounter. 

Employees should be wary of the fact that benign water-cooler chatter in the setting 

of a few coworkers, could be career ending in the situation of an internet post gone 

viral.  Further, as healthcare providers are sworn to uphold privacy standards laid 

forth by their respective governing bodies and HIPAA, we should be mindful of 

protecting patient information at all costs.  We must always remember to be 

professional and maintain ethical behavior whether in person or on social media.    
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