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Abstract

Since most social media platforms are accessible anytime and anywhere
where Internet connections and smartphones are available, the invisibility of
the reader raises questions about accuracy, appropriateness and comprehen-
sibility of social media communication. This purposive sampling study of 120
participants aged 18 - 35 year in UAE was conducted between September and
December 2017, and explored commonly used social media platforms, fre-
quency of use of social media for accessing health related information, and
approaches for assessing the trustworthiness of health information. Results
indicate that Whats App (95%), Instagram (87%) and Youtube (82%) were
the most commonly used social media platforms among respondents. Major-
ity of respondents (81%) indicated that they regularly access social media to
get health-associated information. About 55% of respondents with non-chronic
health status relied on unsolicited messages to obtain health-related informa-
tion. Doctors’ health blogs (21%) and social media sites of international
healthcare organizations (20%) constitute the most trusted source of health
information among respondents, with UAE government health agencies’ so-
cial media accounts trusted by 15% of respondents. Cardiovascular diseases,
diabetes and hypertension were the most commonly searched topics on social
media (29%), followed by nutrition (20%) and skin care (16%). Majority of
respondents (41%) rely on reliability of Google search results, 22% check for
health information only from “reliable” social media sites, while 8% utilize
“logic” to ascertain reliability of health information. Utilizing popular social
media platforms for posting reader-friendly health information will achieve
high coverage. Improving youth digital literacy will facilitate easier access to
trustworthy information on the internet.
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1. Introduction

Social media refer to internet-based and mobile services that allow users to par-
ticipate in online exchanges, access information, join online communities and
contribute content. They include blogs, Wikis, social networking sites, media
sharing sites and virtual world content. In the health industry, social media offer
a new way to engage with consumers, with many health agencies and individual
healthcare practitioners using a variety of social media tools to share informa-
tion about clinical and public health issues. Social media tools are woven into
many young people’s day-to-day lives, for communication, accessing informa-
tion and learning. Youths are in communication with multiple contacts using a
wide variety of different media and media devices every day in accessing infor-
mation and informal learning [1].

A significant proportion of research on youth engagement with social media
focuses on its adverse mental health effects on youth. In 2017 the UK’s Royal So-
ciety of Public Health and Youth Health Movement published a report titled
#StatusOfMind in which they emphasized the intrinsic links between social me-
dia and mental health, in a country where 91% of youth regularly use social
networking sites and rates of anxiety and depression among this age group have
increased by 70% in the past 25 years. The report includes a league table of social
media platforms according to their impact on young people’s mental health.
YouTube tops the table as the most positive, with Instagram and Snapchat com-
ing out as the most detrimental to young people’s mental health and wellbeing.
While social media use was linked with increased rates of anxiety, depression,
poor sleep and cyber bullying, the authors also found that social media signifi-
cantly improves access to expert health information and effective online emo-
tional support. The report’s recommendations include introduction of a pop-up
heavy usage warning on social media; social media platforms to identify users
who could be suffering from mental health problems by their posts, and dis-
cretely signpost to support; social media platforms to highlight when photos of
people have been digitally manipulated [2].

The potential of social media platforms to improve community health
through social inclusion, improved access to health information, peer-to-peer
networking, online health consultations and use of apps for health monitoring is
huge, given its high penetration among key populations. The 2015 Pew Research
Center study on Social Media and Friendships found that 76% of US teenagers
use social media, with 71% of them being regular users. About 68% of teenagers
claim that social media provide them with support during difficult times, while
46% of teenage girls agree that social media empower them to speak out about
the things they care about. Concerning social inclusion, 83% of teenagers say
that social media make them feel more connected to their friends [3].

Important variables in assuring positive contributions of social media to youth
health care include access to social media sites, credibility of accessed health in-

formation, usability of health information sites, health literacy and digital litera-
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cy. Currently, it is estimated that 2.62 billion people worldwide use social media,
corresponding to 71% of internet users. With 1.87 billion active users, Facebook
is the leading social media platform in terms of reach and scope. In the United
Arab Emirates (UAE) in 2016, 99% of the population were active social media
users, with WhatsApp having a 93% penetration rate among the population [4].
Health-related posts are not subject to the same level of scrutiny as posts which
may influence terrorist operations or impact religious sensitivities. Thus, ascer-
taining the credibility of health-related information found on the Internet and
how patients, their caregivers, and lay health consumers use such information is
an issue of concern. Credibility, also referred as believability, is a quality per-
ceived by individuals, who are not always able to discern with their cognitive
capacities genuine information from the fake one. Some of the so-called health
gurus on social media do not have a formal health-related tertiary education,
and they appear to take advantage of a gray zone in health care—an area where
modern, evidence-based science has not yet provided definitive answers—to
proffer opinions and even ‘cures’ that are highly suspect [5].

Messages, notifications, and alerts sent through social networks must be rele-
vant, timely, and well-written to be effective. Design guidelines for posts from
healthcare practitioners and healthcare organizations should pay particular at-
tention to: message content; message frequency and timing; voice and tone; en-
gaging followers and facilitating discussion; profile information and design;
building a following and promoting a social network presence. The process of
engaging users to co-create content, to rate, rank and comment on communica-
tions, is increasingly perceived to give a heightened authenticity to health mes-
sages, improving trust in, and building users’ relationships with, organizations
[6]. Health literacy is an important precondition for seeking, accessing and uti-
lizing health information on the internet. Assuring high quality health literacy
for adolescents is important in the United Arab Emirates to facilitate govern-
ment’s Vision 2021 objectives of superior health and intellectual attainment of
young people, as well as to reduce very high prevalence of obesity and other be-
havioral and dietary risk factors for health. Most studies of health literacy among
UAE’s young people indicate a low percentage of highly health literacy, hig-
hlighting the need to improve health literacy training, especially among Emirati
males [7].

Digital literacy describes capabilities that fit someone for living, learning,
working, participating and thriving in a technologically advanced society. It is
the ability to seek, find, understand, and appraise health information from elec-
tronic sources and apply the knowledge gained to addressing or solving a health
problem. It comprises six domains: Communication, collaboration and partici-
pation; Teaching, learning and self-development; Information, data and media
literacies; Creation, innovation, scholarship; Technical proficiency, and; digital
identity, wellbeing, safety and security. Most of the popular social media plat-
forms are note very active in health information provision, for example, the pos-
sibility of finding content on the leading causes of death related to NCDs on Fa-
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cebook is only about 10% [8].

This study explores the popularity of social media platforms among youth
aged 18 - 35 years, as well as sources of health information and how participants
determine the credibility and accuracy of health-related information in UAE.
We also sought responses on usability of health information sites on social me-

dia, and the extent to which information accessed is actioned.

2. Methods

An online internet survey was designed using Google Forms app and posted on
the Internet between September and December 2018. The inclusion criteria were
that participants had to be UAE residents, and aged between 18 and 35 years.
The online survey consisted of 10 questions, including demographic information
survey related to gender, nationality, and employment status. The survey was
posted on popular social media networks in UAE. Participation was voluntary
and no monetary or gift incentives were provided. Inclusion criteria were that
participants be between 18 and 35 years and be resident in UAE. As only English
and Arabic versions of the survey instrument were available, only English and
Arabic speakers were eligible to participate in the survey. Exclusion criteria were
residents younger than 18 or older than 35, non-UAE residents and non-English
and Arabic speakers.

We adapted the technology acceptance model and theory of reasoned action
framework [9] on the core influences of UAE youths’ intention to use, and actual
use of social networking sites for health and wellness information (Figure 1).
Descriptive and Inferential data analyses were undertaken on SPSS version 17
using cross tabulation at 0.05 alpha level to test the significance of the study re-

search statement.

3. Results

As at the end of the survey, there were 137 responses, of which 17 were excluded
as they did not meet the age-related eligibility criterion. Females constituted 73
of the 120 (68.3%) eligible respondents. UAE nationals constituted approx-
imately 58% of total respondents. Almost half (47%) of respondents were resi-
dent in Dubai emirate and majority of respondents were in the 20 - 25 years age
group.

The statistical analysis on 120 eligible respondents showed that Whatsapp was
the most common used social medium accounting around 95 percent and 86
percent of them using it daily. Instagram and Youtube usage among respondents
is also high, at 86.7 and 81.7, respectively, with about half of them using it daily.
These findings are consistent with that in the United States where 90% of young
adults regularly use social media [10]. Unlike Whatsapp, which has no gender
bias in usage, usage of Instagram and Youtube platforms was slightly more
common among females than males (Instagram: 91.8% of female participants,
78.7% of males; YouTube: 89.0% of females, 70.2% of males). Interestingly, the
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Figure 1. Intention to use social networking sites for health
and wellness information access.

24 hours temporary image messaging platform “Snapchat” had higher usage rate
among participating females (89.0% of females, 63.8% of males).

Concerning nationality, Emirati nationals significantly prefer using Twitter
than Facebook as normal social networking platforms (85.1% using Twitter,
34.3% using Facebook) while non-Emirati respondents reported comparable
usage rates for both platforms (71.4% using Twitter, 65.3% using Facebook).
Emirati nationals’ usage for Twitter is similar among students compared with
employees. Other social media such as Imo and Flickr have usage rate less than
15% and are the least commonly used platforms (Table 1).

Majority of respondents (80.8%) indicated that they regularly accessed social
media to access health-associated information, and 32.5% reported that they
frequently used social media as tool for obtaining information about health
products or services. A 2012 report based on US survey of health consumers in-
dicated that 42% of respondents use social media to access health information
[11]. As shown in Table 2, Females were more likely to use social media for sake
of health-related information than males (71.8% of females to 28.2% of males;
Pearson Chi-Square = 4.435).

As expected for youth participants, around 82.4% of them have not expe-
rienced any chronic diseases, and female participants are less likely to have
chronic diseases than males (OR* = 0.33; Pearson Chi-Square = 5.359). Students
showed lower chronic health conditions compared with other participants who
were employed. There was no significant difference in chronic disease preva-
lence between Emirati nationals and non-Emiratis (Table 3).

More than half of respondents (55%) with non-chronic health status reported

that they relied on unsolicited messages (e.g. unsolicited social media text or
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Table 1. Social_media*Gender cross tabulation.

Gender
Total
Male Female
Count 38 57 95
Twitter % within Gender 80.9% 78.1%
% of Total 31.7% 47.5% 79.2%
Count 25 33 58
Facebook % within Gender 53.2% 45.2%
% of Total 20.8% 27.5% 48.3%
Count 12 21 33
Linkedin % within Gender 25.5% 28.8%
% of Total 10.0% 17.5% 27.5%
Count 37 67 104
Instragram % within Gender 78.7% 91.8%
% of Total 30.8% 55.8% 86.7%
Count 30 65 95
Snapchat % within Gender 63.8% 89.0%
% of Total 25.0% 54.2% 79.2%
Count 44 70 114
Whatsapp % within Gender 93.6% 95.9%
% of Total 36.7% 58.3% 95.0%
Social_media®
Count 15 18 33
Telegram % within Gender 31.9% 24.7%
% of Total 12.5% 15.0% 27.5%
Count 33 65 98
Youtube % within Gender 70.2% 89.0%
% of Total 27.5% 54.2% 81.7%
Count 12 25 37
Google % within Gender 25.5% 34.2%
% of Total 10.0% 20.8% 30.8%
Count 13 33 46
Skype % within Gender 27.7% 45.2%
% of Total 10.8% 27.5% 38.3%
Count 8 10 18
Imo % within Gender 17.0% 13.7%
% of Total 6.7% 8.3% 15.0%
Count 7 5 12
Flickr % within Gender 14.9% 6.8%
% of Total 5.8% 4.2% 10.0%
Count 47 73 120
Total
% of Total 39.2% 60.8% 100.0%

Percentages and totals are based on respondents. a. Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1.
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Table 2. Gender * Health_Information crosstabulation.

Health_Information

Total
Frequently Sometimes Rarely = Never
Count 11 24 8 4 47
% within
Male X 28.2% 41.4% 47.1% 66.7% 39.2%
Health_Information
% of Total 9.2% 20.0% 6.7% 3.3% 39.2%
Gender
Count 28 34 9 2 73
Female % within 71.8% 58.6% 52.9% 33.3% 60.8%
Health_Information o o o =7 e
% of Total 23.3% 28.3% 7.5% 1.7% 60.8%
Count 39 58 17 6 120
% within
Total ) 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Health_Information
% of Total 32.5% 48.3% 14.2% 5.0% 100.0%
Table 3. Gender * Chronic_health_condition Crosstabulation.
Chronic_health_condition
Total
No Yes
Count 34 13 47
Male % within Chronic_health_condition 34.7% 61.9% 39.5%
% of Total 28.6% 10.9% 39.5%
Gender
Count 64 8 72
Female % within Chronic_health condition 65.3% 38.1% 60.5%
% of Total 53.8% 6.7% 60.5%
Count 98 21 119
Total % within Chronic_health_condition  100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
% of Total 82.4% 17.6% 100.0%

video messages, pop-ups and other advertisements) to obtain health-related in-
formation. However, females with non-chronic conditions were more likely to
rely on health specific websites, instead of unsolicited messages, for health in-
formation compared with males (70% Vs. 30%). Employed people are more
likely to utilize health specific websites and unsolicited health messages as
sources of health information than students (Table 4). Non-communicable dis-
eases (especially diabetes, hypertension and cardiovascular diseases) were the

most common health topics of concerned to participants (28.6%). Nutrition and
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Table 4. Gender * Health_Information Crosstabulation.

Health_Information

Total
Frequently Sometimes Rarely = Never
Count 11 24 8 4 47
Mal % within 28.2% 41.4% 47.1% 66.7% 39.2%
ale . . . . .
Health_Information ? ? ? ? ?
% of Total 9.2% 20.0% 6.7% 3.3% 39.2%
Gender
Count 28 34 9 2 73
F 1 % within 71.8% 58.6% 52.9% 33.3% 60.8%
emale . . . . .
Health_Information ’ ? ? ? ?
% of Total 23.3% 28.3% 7.5% 1.7% 60.8%
Count 39 58 17 6 120
% within
Total X 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%  100.0%
Health_Information
% of Total 32.5% 48.3% 14.2% 5.0% 100.0%

skin care topics were also commonly explored by participants (19.7% and 15.5%,
respectively).

About 90% of respondents mentioned that they were able to find information
they are looking for, 867% of them are able to understand and act on the pro-
vided information, and only 43% considered those websites are easy to use
(Tables 5(a)-(c)).

Scholarly websites such as Pubmed and UAE health organizations websites
(e.g. Dubai Health Authority) were not as well regarded with regards to ease of
navigation compared with foreign health services websites such as Mayo Clinic
and WebMD.com. Table 6 shows gender variations for websites visited by par-
ticipants to seek health-related information.

Table 6 shows that social media platforms are not commonly used to seek
health information by survey participants. The two most commonly used sites
were doctors’ blogs (21%) and healthcare organizations (mainly international
ones, 20%).

The impacts of online health resources on personal health decision making
were significantly higher among females than males. As per Likert scale, 73% of
respondents who acknowledged the very beneficial impact (L5) of online health
resources were females. Employee respondents reported greater impact of online
health resources compared with students. There were no significant impact dis-
parities concerning nationality. The responses of participants to the last survey
question; “how do you check truthfulness and correctness of such a message?”
are tabulated in Table 7.

The majority of respondents utilize Google search engines to seek health in-

formation on the Internet. Other surveys indicate that about half of consumers
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Table 5. (a) Were you able to find the information you are looking for? (b) Understand
and act on the information; (c) Were user interface elements intuitive and easy to use?

(a)

Labels Frequency
No 9.73%
Yes 90.27%

Total 100.00%

(®)

Labels Frequency
No 13.39%
Yes 86.61%

Total 100.00%

()
Labels Frequency
1 (Hard) 0.87%
2 7.83%
3 48.70%
4 23.48%
5 (Easy) 19.13%
Total 100.00%

required some form of navigational support in locating appropriate Web-based
health information while on Google or other Internet search engines [12]. Indi-
viduals who seek health information on social media sites, and who are devoid of

effective navigational support, face higher risks of misinformation [13].

4. Discussion and Conclusion

A 2011 nationwide study of US internet users found that 80% regularly sought
health information online frequently. About 29% of patients viewing health in-
formation through social media were viewing other patients’ experiences with
their respective diseases, and 32% of US users posted about their friends and
family’s health experiences on social media. Patients and caregivers usually seek
out second opinions; searching the web helps them to discover, via social media
(or the internet in general), potential alternatives to diagnoses and/or treatments
they otherwise would not know about [14]. These social media trends are mir-
rored in the UAE context, sometimes with adverse consequences [15]. Out of the
5624 hospitals in the United States, only 1501 are using a form of social media,
which equates to approximately 26%. In a survey of healthcare providers in a
Texas hospital, 88% use social media regularly, and they encourage their patients

to research their clinical conditions on social media [16]. There is currently no
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Table 6. Which is your most trusted site for health information?

Table 6: Which is your most trusted site for health information? Female Male Total

Doctors Blogs Count 14 3 17
% within Gender 255% 12.0%
% of Total 17.5% 3.8% 21.3%
General Count 3 7 10
% within Gender 55%  28.0%
% of Total 3.8% 8.8% 12.5%
Government entities Count 7 5 12
% within Gender 12.7%  20.0%
% of Total 8.8% 6.3% 15.0%
Healthcare Organiza-
tions Count 12 4 16
% within Gender 21.8% 16.0%
% of Total 15.0%  5.0% 20.0%
Scientific databases Count 3 2 5
% within Gender 55%  8.0%
% of Total 3.8% 2.5% 6.3%
Search engine Count 9 2 11
% within Gender 16.4%  8.0%
% of Total 11.3% 2.5% 13.8%
Social media Count 7 2 9
% within Gender 12.7%  8.0%
% of Total 8.8% 2.5% 11.3%
Total Count 55 25 80
% within Gender 100%  100% 100%
% of Total 68.8% 31.3% 100%
N/A Count 18 22 40

Total (with N/A) Count 73 47 120

published evidence on UAE’s health care providers’ roles in motivating health
consumers to research social media for their ailments. The general approach in
UAE is for healthcare providers to discourage social media use for researching
health conditions [17].

While determinations of the accuracy and reliability of categories of internet
sites for accessing health information are beyond the scope of this study, other
studies demonstrate that benchmark accuracy scores for health topics contents
were significantly higher for scientific resources and foundation/advocacy or-

ganizations than for personal commentary (blog) websites. Interestingly,
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Table 7. Fact-checking approaches of participants for internet health messages. P = per-

centage.
How do you check truthfulness and correctness of such a message? = Number P
Asking friends 7 6.09%
Asking people in social media 2 1.74%
Checking from reliable/medical sources 26 22.61%
Consultant from expert 14 12.17%
Google search 47 40.87%
No time to check 6 5.22%
Past experience 3 2.61%
Think by mind/logic 9 7.83%
Trying it 1 0.87%
Total 115 100%

Wikipedia and Medscape had the highest website quality measured by DISCERN
and JAMA benchmarks for the specialized health topic of idiopathic pulmonary
fibrosis [18]. For websites providing information on pancreatic cancer treat-
ments, a study found that alternative therapy websites exhibited the lowest ac-
curacy score, and that nonprofit NGO sites, government and academic websites
were more accurate than privately owned and media websites. Websites with
higher accuracy were more difficult to read than websites with lower accuracy.
In the absence of quality control on the Internet, physicians should provide
guidance to patients in the selection of online resources with readable and accu-
rate information [19].

The potential dangers and likely positive benefits of social media use on the
health status and outcomes of youth are fairly well established [20]. Engagement
with health information on social media has positive and negative benefits. De-
pending on level of education, health literacy and digital literacy, information
obtained on the internet may enhance or compromise health status. An example
of the latter is sourcing of harmful content or advice, such as websites or social
networks enabling the promotion of self-harm and increasing of suicide risk.
Conversely, social media platforms are increasingly utilized to counsel vulnera-
ble individuals to prevent suicide risk and address underlying factors such as
depression [21] [22].

This study reveals a comparable level of internet and social media use among
youths in UAE compared with similar cohorts in Western nations such as Unit-
ed Kingdom and United States. Given the high level of WhatsApp usage among
UAE youth, it is important to tap into its potential for engaging with health
consumers. Even in developing nations such as Nigeria, studies indicate that
WhatsApp is the preferred mode by health consumers to communicate with
government health agencies about diseases [23] [24]. In Brazil, 87% of doctors

use WhatsApp to communicate with patients [25]. Initiatives by UAE healthcare
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organizations to have visible WhatsApp accounts on their internet homepages,
in addition to Twitter, Facebook and Youtube account are an important starting
point for expanding the use of this encrypted and widely used social media plat-
form. Deploying competent staff to monitor message traffic and provide accu-
rate and timely advice is a subsequent important next step.

Studies indicate that UAE residents generally have a high level of trust on in-
formation accessed through social and mainstream media [26]. It is therefore
imperative for UAE healthcare organizations to have a stronger social media
presence. Since UAE health consumers trust social media, UAE health profes-
sionals and organizations must be their trusted source of information online.
That way, increasing misinformation of the public on health issues by self-styled
experts on the internet can be addressed [27]. It is crucial to assure the usability
and information availability of social media sites of UAE health authorities, as
consumers currently find them less usable, even less credible, than foreign health
sites such asMedScape and WebMD.com [28].
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