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S ocial media is the communication medium of choice
for many. While users of online forums and networking

sites may make the distinction between personal and
professional posts, posts intended as ‘personal’ can have
negative professional ramifications. Rocha et al.1 surveyed
350 Brazilian Medical Students on the frequency with
which they had observed ten categorized unprofessional
online behaviours. These ranged from 14 % (patient
privacy) to 85 % (photos of alcohol consumption). Lapses
in patient privacy were universally condemned. Other
unprofessional behaviors, such as posing in bathing suits,
were judged neutrally.

Some differences in professional expectations as they
apply to social media will be influenced by cultural
differences, However, given the nature of the physician–
patient relationship and similar codes of ethics for medical
professionals in most countries, cultural differences should
account for a minority of the variance expected for these
standards in the online world. In most countries, profes-
sionalism is a central competency in the training of
physicians.2,3 However, the challenge to educators involved
in medical education has been the steadily increased use of
social media by students and physicians alike.4 Less than
15 % of the Brazilian students in this study report receiving
any structured learning in this area.1 While the potential
consequences of online behaviour may seem intuitive, the
fact that these students condemned violation of patient
privacy, yet did not find the case vignette depicting the
posting of pictures of pediatric patients inappropriate is
telling of incongruent judgment in this area. That students
judged certain online behaviours more unacceptable from

faculty also indicates a potential lack of awareness of the
‘permanent’ and public nature of the online world and how
inappropriate posts may impact a student’s career long after
they have left the classroom.

Reports from several US medical schools have identified
a significant amount of inappropriate online posts by
students4, with damaging professional consequences.4,5 It
is our duty to adjust our academic curricula to include
online behavior and to evaluate the impact of such
programs, so as to avoid harm, embarrassment, and
penalties for individual careers, institutions, the medical
profession itself and the patients and communities that are
served.
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