
Publisher’s Note

Grey House Publishing is pleased to offer the sixth volume in its new 
series–Opinions Throughout History. Each single, in-depth volume 
is designed to follow the  evolution of public opinion on a current, 
controversial topic as it changed throughout history. Each volume 
discusses a range of primary and secondary source documents, 
including newspaper and magazine articles, speeches, and court 
decisions. These documents are accompanied by expert commentary 
and analysis to guide the reader through the process of how each 
document contributed to, or is a refl ection of, changing attitudes on 
important issues of public interest.

This sixth volume–Opinions Throughout History: Social Media Issues–
starts with a detailed Introduction that discusses advances made in 
communications media, and the benefi ts and challenges these advances 
introduced. A detailed timeline follows, beginning in the 1800s with 
the invention of the  telegraph and  telephone. Although the standard 
academic defi nition of social media is commonly limited to the web-
based technologies that appeared in the 2000s, we felt it necessary 
to explore the transformational effects of pre-digital developments—
 telephone,  radio and television—to understand the societal impact of 
platforms like  Facebook and  Twitter, and so this volume begins with 
chapters on these more traditional types of media. 

As technological progress began to exponentially change the way 
Americans communicate with one another, each new improvement was 
greeted with both enthusiasm and concern. The miracle of hearing 
someone’s voice over the  telephone was accompanied by  anxiety 
about the decline of language and letter writing, not to mention the 
fate of the post offi ce. Radio brought information simultaneously 
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to many listeners, but concerns about  propaganda, family-friendly 
programming, and the effects of passive listening were raised. Today, 
worries over the effects of spending too much social media screen time 
are similar to early debates about watching too much television—does 
it negatively impact  critical thinking? Is the content fi ltered to the 
point of distortion? Is the increasing time we spend on social media 
isolating us from other kinds of relationships?

Social media’s potential to connect, delight, and inform us co-exists 
alongside its ability to create political echo chambers, spread  fake 
news, and expose us to  cyberbullying. Data collection policies and 
breaches have left Americans exposed to everything from targeted 
advertising to  identity theft, raising questions about tech companies’ 
responsibility. Illustrating this complexity is social media giant 
 Facebook, currently under government scrutiny for its data collection 
and  privacy policies, its effect on the 2016 presidential elections, and 
its manipulation by terrorists. What began as a digital means for 
classmates to keep in touch with one another has turned into a forum 
for  hate speech,  cyberbullying, and the  live streaming of  terrorist 
attacks.

The unintended consequences of ever-more-rapid changes in 
 technology, along with its active misuse, have inevitably raised 
questions of  free speech and government regulation. Although the 
courts have thus far landed on the side of the Constitution, public 
opinion remains divided. There can be no doubt that social media has 
become a permanent fi xture in the American digital landscape, and the 
debate about its future continues unabated.

Opinions Throughout History: Social Media Issues includes 30 
chapters, and the Table of Contents gives detailed information about 
what to expect from each. Each chapter contains a brief Introduction, 
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a list of Topics Covered, Source Document, Conclusion, Discussion 
Questions, and Works Used. Footnotes referenced in the text begin on 
page 735.

The source documents analyzed in each chapter are fully cited in the 
beginning of the chapter, and most are reprinted in their entirety, 
with a few excerpted due to their length. All chapters include dozens 
of graphics, including photographs, charts, and tables. Side bars and 
pull quotes draw the reader to important text, and help with the work’s 
visual appeal.

Social Media Issues concludes with the following back matter:
 • Notes: A comprehensive list of footnote citations from all 30 

chapters;
 • Primary & Secondary Sources: A complete list of the documents 

reprinted and cited within the text, fully sourced to help the 
reader with further research;

 • Glossary: Terms frequently used when discussing social media;
 • Historical Snapshots: A broad overview of political, social, and 

cultural developments that give the reader an understanding of 
the political and social climate from the beginnings of media in 
America to the present;

 • Bibliography, About the Author, and a detailed Index complete the 
volume.

The Opinions Throughout History Series

2018 titles: National Security vs. Civil & Privacy Rights; Immigration; 
Gender: Roles & Rights; and Drug Use & Abuse

2019 titles: The Environment; Social Media Issues; The Death Penalty; 
Voter Rights
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SOCIAL MEDIA’S IMPACT ON WELLNESS
A Question of Balance (2010s–Present)

Introduction
Social media is infl uencing health in America in several ways—some 
negative and some positive. There is some concern that the dramatic 
changes that social media has created in the way Americans relate 
to each other is having signifi cant impact on emotional well-being. 
The capability for users to compare themselves with each other is 
so dramatic, that psychologists are reporting increases in a range 
of mood disorders— anxiety,  depression, jealousy, and  loneliness, 
among others. At the same time, the networking opportunities that 
social media offers is making a positive contribution to healthcare 
by allowing patients and those concerned about specifi c illnesses to 
form communities where they can share information and support. 
Healthcare professionals are also fi nding social media valuable to them 
in conducting research studies.

Topics covered in this chapter include:
 • Links between mental illness and social networks
 • Is the issue social media or just social life?
 • Relationship between social media and moods
 • Emotional issues native to social media
 • Cyberbullying
 • Online Health Communities

This Chapter Discusses the Following Source Document:
Siddique, Haroon. “Impact of Social Media on Children Faces Fresh 

Scrutiny.” January 15, 2019.
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Social Media’s Impact on Wellness
A Question of Balance (2010s–Present)

Economists and historians often refer to the so-called “ Law of Unintend-
ed Consequences,” which says that the actions of people and especially 
of governments always have unanticipated effects. This expression was 
borne out of the observation that the complexity of human social sys-
tems, and the interrelatedness of the organs of  society, the state, and 
the economy, are such that it is exceedingly diffi cult, if not impossible, to 
correctly account for all the possible reverberations resulting from some 
action or new development in  society.1

The advent and spread of social media have resulted in numerous unin-
tended consequences for American  society. For one, social media has 
left citizens and the government vulnerable to new virtual threats. For 
another, social media has changed the way that news outlets operate, 
with unintended effects on the quality and availability of legitimate polit-
ical, scientifi c, and policy information. Social media has also become far 
more wide-reaching than was even intended, to the point that individuals 
who do not adopt the new  technology increasingly face unanticipated 
disadvantages. Finally, social media has become an obsession, for some, 
to the point that psychologists and educators have asked whether social 
media has a harmful impact on  mental health and wellness in general.

According to the  National Alliance for Mental Illness, one in fi ve adults 
in the United States—43.8 million, or 18.5 percent—experience mental 
illness in a given year. Among teenagers, the rate of mental illness is high-
er, with 1–in–5 or 20 percent of teenage Americans struggling with some 
form of mental illness. Further, studies indicate that mental illness rates 
are increasing.2 A study of pediatric hospitals released recently found ad-
missions of patients ages 5 to 17 for suicidal thoughts and actions more 
than doubled from 2008 to 2015. The group at highest risk for suicide are 
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white males between the ages of 14 and 21.3 A study from the  Centers 
for Disease Control ( CDC) found that the suicide rate in the United States 
grew by nearly 25 percent since 1999. 

Facebook and other social networking companies have initiated protocols to try to help users who post 
what appear to be threats of self-harm, using  algorithms and user reports. Some feel that company 
employees monitoring these threats do not have the necessary skills to evaluate the situation. By  Facebook 
Newsroom.
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However, it is unclear how this rise in  depression and suicidal ideation 
is connected to social media. Although some scientists have found links 
between social media and  mental health, there is little evidence show-
ing a causal link, and other studies indicate potentially positive effects of 
social media use on well-being. Because some studies suggest potential 
links between teen and adolescent well-being and social media, parents, 
educators, and children’s health advocates have been active in pushing 
for either additional research or policies. However, as the phenomenon is 
still poorly understood, it is unclear how best to address the issue.

The following article from the  Guardian, describes one of the more recent 
studies on social media’s impact on children in the  United Kingdom and 
illustrates the diffi culty in determining the causal factors involved in  men-
tal health in general:

IMPACT OF SOCIAL MEDIA ON 
CHILDREN FACES FRESH SCRUTINY

UK Researchers Study 40,000 Households to Explore Biggest Risk 
Factors for Mental Health

by Haroon Siddique
 Guardian, January 15, 2019

Source Document

Barely a day goes by without concerns 
being raised about the effect of social 
media on the children’s  mental health. 
Now a study aims to delve behind the 
headlines to ascertain whether it has 
been unfairly vilifi ed.

By analysing data from a 
longitudinal survey of 40,000 
households, researchers from 
Portsmouth and Sheffi eld universities 
hope to identify the biggest risk factors 
for children’s  mental health. This could 

help determine whether social media 
are negative or positive for children’s 
wellbeing and in what circumstances.

Craig Duncan, a senior research 
fellow at Portsmouth University and 
one of three experts working on the 
project, said: “Social media have been 
associated with all sorts of worries to 
do with  mental health—there’s a lot of 
anxiety about it.”

6. Social Media.indd   5816. Social Media.indd   581 4/9/2019   12:32:07 PM4/9/2019   12:32:07 PM



582 SOCIAL MEDIA ISSUES

“Impact of  Social Media on Children Faces Fresh Scrutiny”
continued

“What we are hoping to do is gain 
data that gives us a sense of those 
factors most strongly associated with 
 mental health. Is it [young people’s] 
social media use that’s more important, 
their local neighbourhood or parental 
infl uences?”

“We are hoping to reach the stage 
where, given the data set we have, it 
is possible to identify particular ages, 
genders or social backgrounds where 
social media might be more or less 
strongly associated with children’s 
 mental health.”

The study, which concludes in April, 
focuses on 10– to 15–year-olds using 
data from the Understanding Society 
survey, which began in 2009. Children 
and adults regularly answer questions 
on  mental health, relationships and 
social media.

The likes of  Instagram,  Facebook 
and  Twitter have had to contend 
with a number of negative headlines 
about their impact on children’s 
 mental health. The most recent 
offi cial statistics on  mental health in 
England, published by NHS Digital in 
November, found 11- to 19-year-olds 
with a disorder were more likely to 
use social media every day than those 
without.

Among daily users, young people 
with a disorder spent more time on 
social media, while females within 
the same age group were more likely 
to compare themselves with others 
on social media. However, the Mental 
Health Foundation said the research 
had not yet provided a conclusive 
answer.

Publishing the fi rst guidance for 
parents on how long children should 
spend on their tablets and phones, 
the Royal College of Paediatrics and 
Child Health said earlier this month 
that spending time looking at screens 
was not intrinsically bad for health but 
parents should ensure their offspring 
get enough sleep, exercise and family 
interaction.

The research team hopes to create 
guidelines to help  mental health 
authorities recognise when social 
media could help young people, and 
when it could make them feel worse.

Another key risk factor being 
explored is parental infl uence, 
including the  mental health of a child’s 
parents or carers.

Duncan, who carried out the 
research with Prof Liz Twigg at 
Portsmouth University and Prof Scott 
Weich at Sheffi eld, said that if their 
models suggested a weak association 
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continued 

with  mental health, it was vital it 
did not dominate conversation to 
the detriment of other risk factors. 
“Professionals’ focus needs to be on 
whatever factors are most associated 
with  mental health,” he said.

Sophie Dix, the director of research 
at MQ: Transforming Mental Health, 
which is funding the study, said: “This 
research brings together two of the 
key areas where speculation is rife 
in the  mental health of young people: 
relationships with parents and social 
media. It is essential to gain some real 

understanding into how, on a large 
scale, we can look at patterns and use 
an evidence base to form plans to help 
young people.”

She said there were many 
assumptions about how both of these 
elements played a role in a young 
person’s  mental health but there was 
not the scientifi c research to back up 
these claims. “With one in 10 children 
affected by mental illness, it is vital 
that we are making informed choices 
about treatments and interventions,” 
Dix said.4

How Social Networks Are Linked to Mental Illness

In 2017, social media giant  Facebook stated on the company’s blog that 
there was evidence to suggest that social media could have a negative 
impact on  mental health, but argued that, when used appropriately, social 
media could also have positive impacts on a person’s well-being. As the 
company stated in their blog:

“The bad: In general, when people spend a lot of time 
passively consuming information—reading but not interacting 
with people—they report feeling worse afterward. In one 
experiment, University of Michigan students randomly assigned 
to read  Facebook for 10 minutes were in a worse mood at the 
end of the day than students assigned to post or talk to friends on 
Facebook. A study from UC San Diego and Yale found that people 
who clicked on about four times as many links as the average 
person, or who liked twice as many posts, reported worse  mental 
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Social media overuse has been potentially linked to such negative effects as  depression and isolation, but 
no causal relation has been proven. By Tomwsulcer, via Wikimedia.

6. Social Media.indd   5846. Social Media.indd   584 4/9/2019   12:32:13 PM4/9/2019   12:32:13 PM



585Social Media’s Impact on Wellness

health than average in a survey. Though the causes aren’t clear, 
researchers hypothesize that reading about others online might 
lead to negative social comparison—and perhaps even more 
so than offl  ine, since people’s posts are often more curated and 
fl attering. Another theory is that the Internet takes people away 
from social engagement in person.

The good: On the other hand, actively interacting with people—
especially sharing messages, posts, and comments with close 
friends and reminiscing about past interactions—is linked to 
improvements in well-being. This ability to connect with relatives, 
classmates, and colleagues is what drew many of us to  Facebook 
in the fi rst place, and it’s no surprise that staying in touch with 
these friends and loved ones brings us joy and strengthens our 
sense of community. A study we conducted with  Robert Kraut 
at Carnegie Mellon University found that people who sent or 
received more messages, comments and Timeline posts reported 
improvements in  social support,  depression and  loneliness. The 
positive eff ects were even stronger when people talked with their 
close friends online. Simply broadcasting status updates wasn’t 
enough; people had to interact one-on-one with others in their 
network. Other peer-reviewed longitudinal and experiments have 
found similar positive benefi ts between well-being and active 
engagement on  Facebook.”5

As this  Facebook blog points out, there is evidence suggesting links 
between social media and  mental health challenges, but likewise there 
is evidence suggesting that social media can have positive impacts on 
well-being. Research is ongoing and incomplete, but the fi eld of study 
has revealed some interesting fi ndings about the way that social systems, 
in general, impact  mental health.
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Is Social Media the Problem, or Just Social Life?

In 2015,  Pew Research Center researchers interviewed social media 
users and found that the use of social media was correlated with high 
levels of stress, especially for those who used “ Twitter,” because, as inter-
views indicated, using  Twitter made users more aware of stress in others 
with whom they shared a  social network and so contributed to their own 
sense of stress. The study also found that women were more susceptible, 
perhaps because they tended to react differently to stress expressed by 
friends through social media. However, the converse was also true in that 
persons who used social media experienced a reduction in stress relat-
ed to stressful events in their own lives outside of social media by using 
social media to express their stress to others.6

Essentially, Pew Research suggested that the increased stress of social 
media was largely a matter of individuals empathizing or becoming aware 
of stress in the lives of others. The impact was thus more acute in indi-
viduals with a higher capacity to empathize with their friends and family. 
Research has found a similar situation in looking at how social media 
affects overall mood. 

In 2014, researchers from the University of  California, San Diego found 
that social media can lead to “emotional contagion” in which good or bad 
moods spread as users interact with one another and emulate or empa-
thize with each other’s state of mind. Researchers found, for instance, 
that bad weather increased the percentage of posts that were seen as 
“negative” in mood and that this post elicited further negative commen-
tary from other connected users. However, the study also found that good 
moods spread even further and faster than bad moods within social net-
works, leading David McNamee, writing about the study in  Medical News 
Today, to declare “Happiness is viral.”7

Like data on social media and stress, the spread of moods through so-
cial media appears to be less a function of social media itself and more a 
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function of the fact that social media makes individuals more aware of the 
moods of others and more likely to share their own good or bad moods. 
However, there is some evidence to suggest that social media might 
impact mood directly, for other reasons. A 2014 study published in  Com-
puters in Human Behavior found that using  Facebook was correlated with 
an overall “decrease in mood.” What researchers found was that social 
media users’ moods declined because they had a sense that they had 
been “wasting their time” by engaging in social media rather than in some 
other activity.8

A series of studies from 2014, published in the journal  Psychology of Pop 
Media Culture found a correlation between the “quality” of online interac-
tions and a tendency to report  depression. Again, the researchers found 
that depressive feelings spread through social networks and that social 
media provided a platform through which individuals judge the quality of 
their relationships with others and with their social circle. If such interac-
tions lead individuals to feel insecure or uncertain about those relation-
ships, higher levels of  depression seem to result.9

There is also signifi cant evidence that social media use can intensify 
feelings of jealousy, envy, and can foster low self-esteem and lowered 
body-image in some individuals. For instance, a 2016 study from Penn 
State University found that viewing the “selfi es” posted by other users 
caused low self-esteem as individuals compared themselves to the indi-
viduals depicted in the photos.10 In many ways, the emotional reactions 
being studied are not native to the social media or digital platform, but 
might also occur in persons who are part of a social circle when compar-
ing their own appearance or life to the lives of others. Similarly, a study 
conducted in Sweden found similar results, that individuals who spent 
more time on  Facebook reported lowered self-esteem. As the author’s 
wrote: 
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“The study teaches that  Facebook is used as a tool for 
affi  liating with friends and family, as well as a personal showcase, 
where users show their positive sides. Herein lies also a danger. 
When  Facebook users compare their own lives with others’ 
seemingly more successful careers and happy relationships, they 
may feel that their own lives are less successful in comparison.”11

One’s self-perception is defi ned by one’s self-concept, self-knowledge, self-esteem, 
and social self. By TGageND, via Wikimedia.
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Native to the Platform

The studies discussed above demonstrate that, in some cases, it is 
the increased capacity for social interaction that causes problems with 
well-being rather than the practice of using social media itself. However, 
in some cases, qualities native to the medium of social media may exac-
erbate social stressors or  mental health impacts. 

For instance, the 2012 study from Sweden shows that comparing oneself 
to others on  Facebook might lead to lowered self-esteem also indicates 
that it is perhaps the way that individuals’ lives are presented on social 
media that intensifi es feelings of jealousy or negative comparisons. So-
cial media is not just a way for individuals to network, it is also a forum 
through which individuals market themselves and present a version of 
themselves that might be illusory. Photos can be adjusted and doctored 
using media editing programs, for instance, to alter one’s appearance to a 
more idealized state. Likewise, what individuals choose to post on social 
media provides access to curated aspects of a person’s life, rather than a 
more realistic view of a person’s life as it is lived. What this means is that 
individuals might be comparing themselves not to other individuals, but to 
the idealized images that individuals present through social media.

A 2013 study from the Department of Information Systems of TU Darm-
stadt found that viewing  Facebook posts about people’s vacations and 
travels can lead to an “envy spiral” as individuals embellish their own pro-
fi les, eliciting envy in others, and thus perpetuating feelings of envy and 
actions meant to compensate for those feelings through a  social network. 
Although this same kind of transmission of envy might occur in an offl ine 
social group, social media may exacerbate this process by enabling indi-
viduals to share photos and other multi-media content that heightens the 
sense of envy in others.12

Likewise, in the 2014 study from  Psychology of Pop Media Culture men-
tioned above, one of the factors that researchers looked at was the po-
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tential for individuals to “ruminate” on depressive facets of their social 
lives. Social media not only fosters social interactions but also records 
those interactions such that an individual can revisit and reanalyze past 
interactions or posts that cause emotional discomfort. This tendency 
might exacerbate some of the depressive impacts of social media, but 
might also mean that individuals can revisit, reexamine, and reexperience 
positive interactions and posts that result in positive feelings as well.

There are some instances in which  mental health problems can be linked 
directly to social media and the way that people use it. For instance, 
some research suggests that social media’s 24-hour cycle has led to an 
increase in mild sleep disorders, which may have an impact on well-be-
ing. A 2018 study published in the journal  Lancet Psychiatry, which ana-
lyzed data from 91,000 middle-aged Americans, found that persons who 
checked social media late at night, demonstrated what the researchers 
called “poor sleep hygiene.” This group was 6 percent more likely to suf-
fer from  depression, 11 percent more likely to have bipolar disorders, and 
estimated their own happiness levels at approximately 9 percent lower 
than those who had good “sleep hygiene.” This study does not prove 
that social media causes  depression, but simply that poor sleep hygiene 
is linked to  depression, and poor sleep hygiene is also linked to self-de-
structive social media use.13

Further, social media and digital communication in general, have led to 
the birth of a new kind of emotional abuse known as “ cyberbullying” 
wherein an individual is bullied over digital channels. The psychological 
and emotional experience of bullying a person through digital or social 
media channels is fundamentally different from that of behaving in the 
same way in a face-to-face encounter.

 Bill Bond, a former principal who speaks to schools about  violence for 
the  National Association of Secondary School Principals, opined to   ABC 
News reporter  Janet Kornblum in 2008 that “ Cyberbullying can be even 
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more destructive because you get a sense that the whole world is being 
exposed to what is being said to you.” 

 Nancy Willard, author of the books  Cyber-Safe Kids, Cyber-Savvy Teens, 
and  Cyberbullying and Cyberthreats, further explained to   ABC News 
reporters that  cyberbullying hasn’t replaced face-to-face bullying, but 
serves as another mode through which bullies abuse others.

“You’re bullied twice,” Willard said, “You’re bullied in the real world with a 
physical attack, and then you’re bullied online with  humiliation.”14

According to data collected in 2016 by the   Cyberbullying Research Cen-
ter, 36.3 percent of female students and 30.7 percent of male students 
have been cyber bullied during their lifetime. At least 70 percent of stu-
dents reported that someone had spread a rumor about them online, and 
nearly 64 percent reported that bullying affected their ability to feel safe at 
school and to learn.15

 Cyberbullying provides an example of a problem that is unique to social 
media. Although bullying also occurs in schools and in a variety of other 
face-to-face situations,  cyberbullying is a new development, constituting 
a new vector for individuals to use and abuse others. Individuals expe-
riencing  cyberbullying may experience fear returning to school or to a 
social circle, or fear interacting online or engaging in social media. This, in 
turn, may lead to feelings of  depression or  anxiety.

Social media is a complex addition to the already complex process of so-
cial interaction, group formation, and the establishment of identity, both in 
young individuals and adults. Thus, it is unsurprising that any feature that 
transforms the social landscape to the extent that social media has would 
result in a number of unforeseen challenges and dangers that individuals 
face in their social lives. There is also the possibility that social media can 
be used to improve support systems for those in need, both in terms of 
providing different levels of access to treatment and by creating support-
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ive networks to aid those  suffering from emotional and/or  psychological 
trauma. 

Using Social Media to Improve Healthcare

According to a 2015 study in the  Journal of Medical Internet Research, 
nearly 90 percent of older adults used the Internet to research health 
information.16 The company ReferralMD, which is involved in creating 
 technology to facilitate communication between physicians and patients, 
collected statistics on the way that individuals are using social media and 
digital tools in health care:

 • 42 percent of respondents said they have used social media to look 
up consumer reviews of health treatments or physicians;

 • 32 percent post about theirs or their friends’ and family’s health 
experiences;

 • 29 percent used the Internet to learn about other patents’ 
experiences with a disease;

 • 41 percent said social media sites would infl uence their choice of a 
specifi c physician, hospital, or medical facility; and

 • 42 percent of individuals viewing information found via social 
media affects the way they deal with their health. 17

Social media and  digital  technology have provided a way for patients 
to take control of researching their own health issues, and has, in some 
cases, provided additional forums for communication between patients 
and healthcare professionals. When it comes to social media specifi cally, 
one of the most unique ways in which the medium is changing healthcare 
is through the formation of  Online Health Communities ( OHC). OHCs are 
web- or social media-based communities of individuals focusing on cer-
tain healthcare themes, such as chronic disease, addiction, weight loss, 
hair loss,  pregnancy, and a variety of other issues. OHCs might be orga-
nized strictly through a single social media platform, or may involve com-
munication through multiple channels, such as chatrooms, blogs, forums, 
or digital messaging. 
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For instance, the  Hepatitis C Association maintains an active  Facebook 
presence and has attracted members from around the country. According 
to president  Sue Simon, “ Facebook provides an already built-in forum for 
HepatitisC.net. It brings in multiple patients who are looking for informa-
tion and support about hepatitis C. Other patients who have joined can 
benefi t from the public discussions in a safe environment.”18

According to Dr.  Kevin Hwang, writing on  Verywell Health in 2018, OHCs 
provide a number of benefi ts to patients, including: 

 • Encouragement and Motivation 
 • Advice and Information 
 • Success Stories 
 • Recognition of Success or Positive Events 
 • Accountability 
 • Camaraderie 
 • Convenience 
 • Anonymity 
 • Tangible Support 
 • Giving Back19

Although not all patients may be comfortable joining online communities, 
the new dimensions in social organization offered by social media have 
increased the potential for the formation of  virtual communities that can 
provide many of the same benefi ts that can also be achieved by joining 
physical support groups. Further, OHCs might be able to offer a sense of 
community to those living in areas or in situations where joining a more 
traditional kind of health care community is not possible. 

 Further, OHCs provide researchers with a unique opportunity to create 
and conduct studies within communities of various demographic param-
eters. Writing about this issue in 2016 in  Medium,  Amrita Bhowmick and 
 Casey Hribar describe how this new avenue of research is expanding:

6. Social Media.indd   5936. Social Media.indd   593 4/9/2019   12:32:25 PM4/9/2019   12:32:25 PM



594 SOCIAL MEDIA ISSUES

“When trying to better describe patients’ experiences 
with a condition, what their life is like, what works — and doesn’t 
work — for them, the most valuable source is patients themselves. 
By posing questions to an online community, or simply monitoring 
organic conversations, one can observe naturally occurring trends 
in desires, symptoms, seemingly positive remedies, and other pieces 
of information that would not otherwise be revealed. These trends 
can then be analyzed to streamline or improve care. Information 
gathered this way is often relatively lower-cost, faster, and more 
inclusive of a wider variety of patients than traditional methods 
alone.

Several notable examples of this have been exhibited in research con-
ducted by  Health Union, including the “Migraine and Dogs” descriptive 
cohort study, “In America” studies, and relationship impact surveys that 
are conducted among members of online communities dedicated to spe-
cifi c chronic illnesses.

Pursuing a potential trend stemming from community engagement, mem-
bers of  Health Union’s Migraine.com were asked to weigh-in on the pos-
sibility that their household dog could be aware of and alert them to the 
onset of a migraine attack. Investigating the potential for a dog to accu-
rately predict the earliest symptoms of an attack could increase medica-
tion effectiveness by alerting patients to treat early.

Bhowmick and Hribar also noted that  OHC’s have been useful in diag-
nosing the effectiveness of treatments, by collecting data from users over 
online forums, as well as in the development and design of new drugs, 
with members of OHCs tapped by drug-maters to provide feedback on 
important characteristics of available medications. Further, OHCs can 
provide feedback to healthcare organizations about quality of care, insti-
tutional protocols and a number of other issues. Given the many ways in 
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which OHCs are proving an important tool for both patients and physi-
cians, Bhowmick and Hribar ask whether this is the beginning of a new 
era of “patient-driven healthcare,” writing: 

“Ultimately, online communities can change the 
effi  ciency, feasibility, and speed of health research, while engaging 
a larger population than ever before. Trials have the possibility 
to be designed for maximum retention and fi lled with ease; 
observational studies can inform researchers about real patient 
experiences; patient-driven research can serve as a starting 
point for future trials, or as verifi cation of previous results. The 
possibilities are quite vast within this realm, and if treated with 
appropriate caution, can have a tremendous impact on patient 
care, as well as the quality of health research and innovation.”20
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CONCLUSION

As of 2019, humanity is still in the process of adapting to the realities 
of virtual life and wireless connectivity and many questions remain. 
The use of  digital  technology and social media in health and wellness 
is a relatively new phenomenon, as are the new challenges that this 
 technology has brought about in terms of  mental health and well being. 
As this  evolution continues, it is likely that  society will adapt to the 
presence of social media such that the concerns regarding use of the 
media will change. Likewise, it is likely that new ways of using social 
media to improve healthcare or to create healthcare-oriented social 
systems will emerge as well. Ultimately, social media is not as much 
a phenomenon as it is a tool, one that can be used in different ways, 
with different effects. What  society is learning, therefore, is how best 
to use this tool so as to reap the most rewards and limit the potential 
costs. The following chapter deals with using social media as a tool 
with negative consequences—one used in anger and to spread hateful 
language.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

 ♦ How does social media affect your moods?
 ♦ Do you know anyone who is addicted to social media?
 ♦ Have you used social media to research a health problem?
 ♦ Do you know anyone who is using a social media support group to 

deal with a health issue? Is it helpful?
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