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It’s 5:25PM. You have finally finished the last discharge summary and have 

ordered tomorrow’s bloods for the patients. You contemplate whether you should heat 

up your frozen chicken parmigiana meal (and admit that this will be another dinner 

spent at the hospital), or be stuck in stand-still traffic on your commute home, as you 

start to have regrets of living across the bridge. You open up TikTok and begin 

aimlessly swiping through videos on the ‘For You Page’, occasionally ‘saving’ videos 

to send to your friends later. You open up Instagram. Oh, Tina from high school just 

got engaged. “Double tap”. You open up Facebook. “KFC to ditch cabbage in 5 to 7 

weeks” says the Sydney Morning Herald. You look at the time. It’s 6:39PM. You’re 

definitely eating that chicken parmigiana tonight.    

 

The popularity of social media has exponentially increased during these digital 

times, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic (Marzouki et al., 2021, Rosen et al., 

2022, Venegas-Vera et al., 2020). Online platforms served as a medium for people to 

communicate and remain engaged with others during periods of social isolation and 

physical distancing (Rosen et al., 2022, Venegas-Vera et al., 2020). An ‘influencer’ is 

an individual, generally with credibility in their field or industry, who has amassed a 

large online following and can leverage this to sell particular goods or services. While 

celebrities were likely the original ‘influencers’, the increasing popularity and 

accessibility of social media has allowed ‘everyday people’ to build a platform and 

cater to different communities. One of these niche categories is the ‘medfluencer’; 

healthcare professionals (usually medical doctors and medical students) that serve to 

create informative content that relate to different aspects of healthcare. These topics 

are vast and include medical education, admission pathways, work-life balance, and 

medical comedy. While this platform allows doctors and medical students to address 

misinformation and advocate for public health issues, like all public spaces, is open to 

potential scrutiny and complaints. Receiving a complaint from a patient about the ‘poor 

quality’ hospital food is not necessarily soul-destroying to hear as a doctor. However, 

receiving a complaint from the Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency 

(AHPRA), or Health Care Complaints Commission (HCCC) and Medical Council of 

NSW, is possibly one of the greatest anxiety-inducing experiences any doctor or 

healthcare professional can endure. This raises the ethical debate of when should a 

regulator engage with the social media activity of a medical student or doctor? 
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AHPRA have outlined specific regulations surrounding social media use, such 

as maintaining patient confidentiality, not impeding upon someone’s sense of cultural 

safety, have professional boundaries with patients, and not endorsing or sharing 

information which contradict with current scientific evidence (AHPRA, 2019). 

Consequences of a breach can range from restrictions to practice, to cancelling a 

health practitioner’s registration. A cosmetic surgeon who had more than 13-million 

TikTok followers faced massive scrutiny due to allegations of poor practice, safety 

breaches, and negligence, was resultingly banned from performing any types of 

surgery (Ferguson and Day, 2021). A 47-year-old male doctor was dismissed after 

sending an inappropriate message to a young nurse via social media, as it breached 

the hospital’s harassment and discrimination policy (Matthews, 2022). Inappropriate 

use of social media that also breaches a law, such as those governing discrimination 

and harassment, privacy, defamation, confidentiality, are clear examples of when 

regulatory bodies should intervene. Like all ethical dilemmas however, there are still 

grey areas that aren’t addressed by current guidance. So, what constitutes as 

unethical and/or reportable behaviour in these circumstances? 

 

Regulators have a difficult job in balancing the concerns raised by the general 

public while also fairly investigating the complaint without compromising the wellbeing 

of the healthcare professional. Following through vexatious complaints therefore 

remains a forefront issue, with the system being vulnerable to ‘manipulation’. A Senate 

Committee in April 2022 listed recommendations for reform such as having 

“…notifications accepted by AHPRA be limited to clinical issues relating to patient 

safety” and for “…AHPRA and the national boards to develop and publish a strategy 

for identifying systemic issues and working with stakeholders to proactively address 

areas of concern” (Commonwealth of Australia, 2022). Recently, a female Australian 

doctor on TikTok, who advocated for many healthcare inequalities, was driven off the 

platform after receiving several AHPRA complaints that were vexatious in nature 

(Doctor Michael, 2022). Being reprimanded in this manner only creates more anxiety 

amongst doctors and medical students, who fear that if they speak up against social 

issues, then their job may be at risk.  
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On the other hand, there are examples which showcase the power of social 

media in addressing these systemic issues. A 2020 article in the Journal of Vascular 

Surgery titled “Prevalence of unprofessional social media content among young 

vascular surgeons” gained negative traction due to included statements such as 

“provocative posing in bikinis” and “consuming alcohol”, that many argued were 

targeted towards women (Johnson and Ebrahimji, 2020). The hashtags #Medbikini 

and #DressLikeASurgeon went viral, and highlighted the ongoing sexism in medicine. 

It emphasises that this is not an issue of medical students and doctors needing to 

conceal their private life in order to reduce the risk of being mislabelled as 

“unprofessional”, but more so a need for systemic change in the public perception of 

healthcare professionals. It raises important discussion around issues of supposed 

professional questionability versus the ability for doctors to present themselves as 

humans and express valid opinion on social topics online.  

 

This is a recurring theme in medicine, where the root of the problem is often on 

a systemic level. While the culture in medicine has improved, it is ignorant to believe 

that microaggressions and inherent bias against sex, race and culture have dissipated. 

As a first generation Australian born Vietnamese woman from a refugee background, 

seeing representation and shared experiences is extremely powerful. Not being 

mistaken for a fellow Asian colleague on a given day is a win. Not being told I am too 

‘timid’ on a given day is a win. Not being pushed past against on a given day is a win. 

When in reality, these shouldn’t need to be ‘wins’ in the first place. Thus, I believe 

social media, when used correctly and ethically, is a great opportunity for doctors and 

medical students to humanise, educate and collaborate with the general public, which 

may help drive down the number of vexatious complaints.  

 

The field of medicine is ever-evolving, including the physical and online 

platforms where medicine is being shared across. The regulations and code of 

conducts should therefore also evolve to reflect these changes. There is a need for 

society and regulators to re-examine current definitions and philosophies around 

“professionalism”, specifically “e-professionalism” in medicine. Transparency, open 

discussion and education on these topics will help current and future doctors better 

understand the benefits of safe social media usage, and empower those to call out 

obvious online unprofessional behaviour. 
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