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ABSTRACT

Technological developments and the broad availability of the Internet provide constant access
to social media for users. These platforms are used to commmunicate with friends as well as to follow
other users and brands. Also, physicians have public social media profiles on which they publish both
professional and personal content.

The objective of the paper is to explore and understand customers’ perception of physicians' social
media use. To obtain the purpose, a qualitative research method was adopted that involved 12 semi-
structured interviews with people who followed physicians’ profiles on social media.

The study identifies three consumer groups: social media enthusiasts, sceptics, and those seeking
authentic opinions, each with distinct attitudes toward physicians’ online presence. The findings
emphasise that authenticity and consistency in personal branding are key to building trust and patient
engagement. Social validation, through positive endorsements on social media, also significantly
impacts consumer choices. The study highlights the need for tailored social media strategies in
healthcare and suggests future research should address the ethical challenges and long-term effects
of physicians’ online engagement.

The research, focused on consumers’ perception of physicians’ social media presence, is novel. The
results suggest directions for further research in the field of professionals’ personal branding on social
media.

JEL classification: M310, M370
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1. INTRODUCTION

Technological advancements have significantly simplified long-distance communication and
reshaped interpersonal relationships through social media. Platforms such as Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram, and LinkedIn have become integral to everyday life, influencing personal relationships and
professional practices alike (Boyd & Ellison, 2007; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Kietzmann et al., 2011). Social
media have become a place for promotion not only for product brands but also for activities conducted
by personal brands. This pervasive digital environment has given rise to the concept of personal
branding, where individuals strategically curate their online presence to reflect their professional
identity, skills, and values (Peters, 1997).

The concept of personal branding underscores the importance of individuals marketing themselves
as distinct entities in the professional landscape. In the context of healthcare, professionals, such as
doctors, have become more active on their profiles, sharing both their knowledge and their private
lives (Wong et al., 2020). By sharing medical knowledge, health tips, and professional achievements,
physicians can foster trust and credibility among patients and peers (McGowan et al., 2012). However,
it is worth exploring the consumer perspective on the personal brands of professionals. Due to the
nature of these services, it requires professional knowledge from the person who provides them and
the trust of the consumer (Matysiewicz et al., 2014, Stewart et al,, 1998). It highlights that the consumer’s
point of view on the personal brand of the health professional is important stage.

This paper explores and discusses the consumer perspective on physician's social media profile
and personal brand as advertised on social media. An analysis of 12 individual in-depth interviews
is presented. The following sections discuss in more detail the themes related to personal brand on
social media important to consumers if they choose to visit a physician. The final section concludes by
discussing the key findings and practical implications of this research.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. Personal Brand on Social Media

The popularity of the Internet, the development of communication tools across borders and the
growth of smartphone users (We Are Social & Hootsuite, 2022b) have meant that the role of social
media has increased. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) define social media as Internet-based applications
that provide users with the opportunity to create, exchange, and share content using the technological
foundations of Web 2.0. Boyd & Ellison (2007) defined social media as online services that allow users
to create a public or semi-public profile within a specific system. The defining elements of social media
are their interactivity, the ability to create and share content, opinions and images, and the unlimited
number of topics and size of the social networks (Kietzmann et al., 2011). Firm, celebrities, and politicians
often create a fanpage to attract, interact with, and develop relationships with the public (Sundar et al.,
2003). Social media activities are directly linked to personal brand perception and play an important
role in the purchasing process and influence purchase intentions.

Personal branding has emerged as a pivotal concept in the digital age, where individuals leverage
social media platforms to craft and promote their unique identities. The concept of personal branding in
social media is often rooted in Goffman’s (1959) theory of self-presentation, which posits that individuals
perform roles and manage impressions in social interactions (Cwiklinska-Surdyk & Surdyk, 2012). This
framework has been extensively applied to digital contexts, where platforms such as Instagram,
Twitter, and YouTube serve as stages for self-presentation (Chen, 2013; Geurin, 2017; Green, 2016; Hu,
2021; Labrecque et al., 2011).

Research indicates a variety of strategies employed by individuals to cultivate their personal brands
online. These include content curation, visual storytelling, and audience engagement. For instance,
Doyle et al. (2022) examined how athletes use Instagram to engage with fans, finding that authenticity
and consistency were crucial for effective personal branding. Similarly, Hedman (2017) highlighted
the role of technological affordances in shaping journalists' self-branding efforts on Twitter. Geurin-
Eagleman and Burch (2016) explored the gendered dimensions of personal branding, noting that
female athletes often emphasise aesthetics and personal life more than their male counterparts.
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This aligns with broader societal expectations and norms around gender and appearance in media
representations (Geurin, 2017).

The impact of personal branding on professional and personal outcomes is a significant area of
inquiry. Green (2016) and Gdrska (2021) found that a well-managed personal brand can enhance career
opportunities and social capital. In the realm of academia, Jacobson (2020) noted that effective personal
branding could lead to increased visibility and influence.

Several studies address the ethical and practical challenges associated with personal branding. Geva,
Oestreicher-Singer,and Saar-Tsechansky (2019) discussed the potential forinauthenticityand the pressure
to conform to platform norms, which can lead to mental health issues. Ottovordemgentschenfelde (2017)
examined the blurred lines between personal and professional identities, particularly for journalists
navigating the hybrid nature of their online personas.

2.2. Medical Personal Brand on Social Media

The concept of personal branding is increasingly relevant for professionals’ services. The key
findings and developments in the research studies of personal branding of health professionals on
social media indicate that social media is a crucial tool for physicians to enhance their professional
visibility and reputation (Jeyaraman et al., 2023). Plastic surgeons were among the first to utilise social
media for various professional purposes including marketing, branding, and education, highlighting its
significance in increasing national visibility and potentially influencing academic achievements (Kubiak
et al., 2019). Similarly, studies on hand surgeons and foot and ankle orthopaedic surgeons have shown
that social media presence can significantly impact physician-rating website scores, with platforms
such as YouTube and personal websites being particularly influential (Garofolo et al., 2018; Garofolo-
Gonzalez et al., 2021).

Overall, studies underscore the importance of maintaining a diverse and active social media
presence for physicians, as it not only enhances their professional image but also positively influences
their interactions with patients and peers, thereby contributing to their career advancement and
personal brand development (Jeyaraman et al,, 2023; Lee Ventola, 2014; Traylor et al., 2023).

To study the topic of personal branding of physicians on social media, researchers employ a variety
of methodologies. Descriptive statistics and the creation of indices such as the Social Media Utilization
Index (SMI) are used to quantitatively assess the impact of social media presence on physician-rating
website scores (Garofolo et al,, 2018; Garofolo-Gonzalez et al., 2021). Big Data analytics is another method
used, where large volumes of data, such as tweets, use of hashtags, and other metrics are collected and
analysed for content and to understand how physicians use social media to engage with communities
and build their personal brands (Mayol & Otero, 2017). These methodologies provide comprehensive
insights into how physicians use social media for personal branding and its implications on their
professional and public perception.

Recent developments in the field of personal branding for physicians on social media highlight
both the benefits and challenges associated with this practice (Attai et al., 2017; Ghalavand et al., 2022;
Lee Ventola, 2014; Mishra, 2019; Panahi et al., 2016). For instance, Iranian physicians have identified
several benefits of using Instagram for information documentation, such as sharing lessons learned,
developing incidental learning, empowering commmunications, supporting decision-making, managing
personal brand, and translating knowledge (Ghalavand et al., 2022). These benefits suggest that social
media can play a crucial role in enhancing the professional presence and educational outreach of
physicians. However, there are also significant challenges that need to be addressed. According to the
same study, Iranian physicians face ethical and privacy challenges, concerns about poor information
quality, and the potential for damaging their professional image when using Instagram (Ghalavand et
al., 2022). These challenges indicate the need for careful management of social media use to protect
physicians’ professional integrity and privacy.

2.3. Research Gap and Purpose of Study
The literature review underscores the multifaceted nature of personal branding in social media,

shaped by strategies, gender dynamics, and ethical considerations. While much is known about
personal branding in general and within specific professional contexts, there remains a significant gap
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concerning medical professionals. As few studies have shown, for some professional professions, building
a personal brand on social media can bring numerous benefits and be a form of communication with
consumers (Aguerrebere, 2019; Attai et al., 2017).

Furthermore, incorporating the consumer perspective could provide more holistic insights into the
effectiveness of personal branding strategies. It is interesting to note that in the area related to personal
brand marketing, it is difficult to find research based on the consumer perspective and it is not a major
focus of research and theoretical considerations.

Building a personal brand on social media is nowadays one of the popular ways to communicate
with consumers. In addition, the interaction of a personal brand with social media users allows brand
visibility to be built, which is important when consumers are searching for information about available
products or services. The concept of personal branding is gaining popularity among marketing
practitioners as well as academics, but the scientific literature in this area still needs to be developed and
researched (Park et al., 2020; Zhou et al., 2020). Finding answers to the research questions concerning
professional services representatives will allow to extend the existing knowledge in the field of personal
branding. In articles focusing on personal branding (Gdérska, 2021, Li et al., 2021), Goffman’s theory of
self-presentation provides a theoretical framework for social media image research. Researchers use
this theory to analyse the theme and type of content published by personal brands. At the same time,
the concept mentioned above did not provide a theoretical framework for research that focused on the
interactions undertaken by the personal brand and consumers’ perception of the personal brand.

According to research, physicians are beginning to become active in managing their social
media accounts (Krot & Rudawska, 2017; Smailhodzic et al., 2021), which can affect their relationship
with patients. At the same time, the medical profession is categorised as a professional service, the
specificity of which is that the service provider has specialised knowledge confirmed by a state diploma
(Rogozinski, 2000). In addition, looking at the nature of services, the moment of service providing is
inseparable from the moment of consumption, so the customer should have trust towards the service
provider. Consequently, how consumers perceive a particular personal brand of medical professional
is crucial when choosing a visit. Mentioned research on personal branding indicates the importance
of factors such as authenticity, trust, expertise, and building relationships with the audience on social
media. However, only by understanding which certain factors are important to consumers, physicians
can consciously develop a communication strategy on social media. Studies show that social media is
mainly used by young consumers (We Are Social & Hootsuite, 2022a, 2023), hence their perspective in
this area can be interesting.

Therefore, the aim of this qualitative study is (1) to examine social media users’ perception of
physicians’ social media profile and (2) to why some aspects related to personal brand are more
important for young consumers when choosing a doctor to visit. Two research questions are posed to
address the above-mentioned research gap and the purpose of the study:

RQ1: How do young consumers perceive the social media profiles of physicians?

RQ2: Which certain aspects of physicians’social media presence are important foryoung consumers’
decision to visit?

3. RESEARCH METHOD

Given the exploratory nature of the study, a qualitative research method was used. Semi-structured
in-depth individual interviews were conducted with 12 Polish interviewees who actively follow physicians
on social media. The criteria for selection included age (19-28 years), a mix of medical and non-medical
occupations, and active use of Facebook and Instagram. This approach ensured a diverse representation
of young people’s perspectives on physicians' social media presence. Participants’ characteristics are
presented in Table 1.
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Table 1
Participants’ characteristics

Gender Age Medical occupation Social media in use
R1 Female 22 No Facebook, Instagram
R2 Male 23 Yes Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, TikTok
R3 Female 26 No Facebook, Instagram
R4 Female 25 No Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, TikTok, LinkedIn
R5 Female 26 No Facebook, Instagram
R6 Female 19 No Facebook, Instagram
R7 Female 23 Yes Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, TikTok
R8 Female 20 Yes Facebook, Instagram, YouTube
R9 Female 21 No Facebook, Instagram
R10 Female 25 No Facebook, Instagram
R11 Male 25 Yes Facebook, Instagram, YouTube
R12 Female 28 No Facebook, Instagram

Source: own research

All interviews took place online (through video-conference applications, such as ZOOM, MS Teams
and Messenger), took from 35 to 50 minutes and were audio-recorded. Interviews were conducted
between March 22 and April 10, 2021, in Polish. The scenario contained 4 parts that enclosed: (1) user
engagement on doctors’ profiles, (2) perceptions of published content on profiles and in stories,
(3) general use of social media by physicians, and (4) the most significant activities performed by them.
Participants were also asked whether they would go to a doctor who is active on social media, and
to what extent it is important to them whether the doctor they go to is active on social media. In this
paper, part three of the scenario will be analysed. Sample questions from the interview scenario are
presented in Table 2.

Table 2
Sample questions from the interview

What do you think of physicians’ social media presence?

Do you follow any of doctor’s profiles on social media?

Why do you follow doctors’ profiles?

What is most important to you on doctors’ profiles?

How should a doctor behave online?

How do you perceive the medics who run their profiles?

What is important for you on physicians' social media profile?

Do you trust a doctor you follow?

What makes you trust a doctor?

How do you perceive the reliability of the information provided by the doctor?

Do you search for information before scheduling an appointment with a doctor?

Where do you get information about a specific doctor before your visit?

How are you using physicians’ social media profile before a visit?

If you were to choose to see a doctor and you had to choose between a doctor who is present on social media
and one who is not on social media, who would you choose and why?

Source: own research
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The context is the influence of social media profiles on patients’ perception of visiting a doctor.

In according to principles for specifying data saturation (Francis et al., 2010; Hennink et al., 2017), the
initial analysis sample was specified as 10 interviews. After 10 interviews, when two further interviews
have been conducted with no new themes emerging, it was defined as the point of data saturation.
The stopping criterion was tested after each successive interview.

Data saturation was reached after 12 interviews, as no new themes emerged from the final two
interviews (Hennink et al., 2017). This indicates that the collected data was sufficient to capture the full
range of perspectives on the topic.

4. DATA ANALYSIS

The qualitative data collected from the interviews were analysed using thematic analysis, guided
by the Braun & Clarke (2006) six-phase framework. Initially, immersion in the data was achieved by
transcribing the interviews verbatim and thoroughly reading the transcripts multiple times to gain
a comprehensive understanding. Subsequently, a line-by-line coding process was undertaken, with
initial codes assigned to relevant segments of the data. This iterative process facilitated the identification
of significant features pertinent to the research questions.

Table 3
Main themes with initial codes

Initial code Themes

Trust

Transparency

Honest Communication

Trust Through Transparency
Consistency

Personal Stories

Authenticity

Ethical issues

Professional Boundaries

Medical Knowledge

) i Professional Expertise
Privacy Protection

Professional Expertise

Health Tips

Reviews

Patient Stories Peer and Patient Endorsements

Others' Experience

Source: own research

Following the initial coding, the codes were collated into potential themes (Tab. 3). The relationships
among codes were examined, and they were grouped into broader patterns of meaning, paying
attention to both explicit and underlying content. The themes were then reviewed and refined to
ensure they accurately represented the data. This involved cross-checking the themes against the
coded data extracts and the entire dataset to ensure coherence and distinctiveness. Each theme was
further defined and named to capture its core essence and how it related to the research questions.
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5. RESEARCH RESULTS
5.1. Consumers’ Perceptions of Physicians’ Social Media Profiles

The consumer perspective on a physician’s social media profile varies. Based on the participants’
responses, 3 separate groups of respondent’s answers related to the physicians’ use of social media
were distinguished (see Tab. 4). The first group are social media enthusiasts, the second group consists
of people who are social media sceptics, and the third and last group are those seeking authentic
opinions. The social media enthusiasts consider a physician’'s social media presence an asset, as it
makes them feel safer and more comfortable. They believe that observing a physician on social media
translates into greater trust due to the sense of relationship created through self-presentation and
consumer knowledge about the doctor. At the same time, there were responses that in addition to the
doctor having a social media account, how the doctor presents himself or herself and what activities
and interactions he or she undertakes also have a significant impact on the decision to visit. The social
media sceptics prefers a doctor without a social media account but also considers expectations and the
difficulty of knowing the doctor’s opinions. Respondents said that accepting the social media’s opinion
of and views about the doctor would be difficult for them if they consider the doctor to be disagreeable.
The group of seekers of authentic opinions stated that it does not matter to them whether a doctor
has a social media account or not. The most important thing for this group is the opinions that can be
found online about the physician. Interestingly, respondents do not view opinion sites as social media.
Consumers understood social media to be only social platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, Twitter
and TikTok. However, an important element for users is feedback from other patients, friends or family.
In this context, respondents declare also searching for information both on the Internet in the broadest
sense, but also on review sites.

Table 4
Consumer types

Type of consumer Quote

‘It is always good to know whom you will be seeing. | think that knowing the
doctor’s face and demeanour would give me sense of security, because visiting
doctor’s office is stressful as it is." [R1]

I...] am more likely to choose a doctor like that over a doctor whom | know nothing
about, because they do not have an online profile. | think that if | followed a doctor
online for a while and if their social media activity built my trust, then | would be
really willing to see them.’ [R7]

social media enthusiasts

‘[..] If  were in a situation where | could choose between two equally reasonable,
decent, nice, competent doctors, then | would go for the one from Instagram. And
that is because social media give you a feeling that you know them already.” [R2]

‘Honestly, | think | would choose a doctor who does not have a social media
account. On the other hand, | would choose a specialist who does have a social
media account. For example, a psychologist or a speech therapist.’ [R5]

social media sceptics ‘Il would choose a person who is not on social media, somehow it would overwhelm
me that I'm just going to that particular physician. Somehow it would overwhelm
me just watching him here, | know he’s been doing this, he'’s been doing that here
and somewhere else maybe | don’t quite agree with him.’ [R8]

‘I think the key thing for me, for a person who doesn’t like going to doctors, though,
is the reviews of that doctor. So, if | went on some site like znanylekarz.pl and

a person who, even though he/she is active on Instagram and | like him/her, and
he/she had poor reviews for some reason, | wouldn't choose to go to him/her.’ [R4]

seeking authentic opinions 10 be honest, | do not check whether the doctor that | am seeing is present on
social media or not. | very rarely google doctors whom | am supposed to visit. If
anything, | may look at some online opinions. A recommendation from a friend
is far more valuable to me than presence on social media. | would also consider
a recommendation from a friend who was actually following a doctor on
Instagram and had a positive opinion on them.” [R11]

Source: own research
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In summary, consumers have varied perspectives on physicians' social media profiles, with some
valuing the sense of relationship and trust established through social media presence, while others
prioritise opinions found through other channels.

5.2. The Important Aspects in Physicians’ Social Media Presence

In the current digital age, social media plays a pivotal role in shaping consumer behaviour and
decision-making processes, especially within the healthcare sector. Patients frequently turn to social
media platforms not only for information but also to guide their choicesin selecting healthcare providers.
Within this context, the concept of personal branding on social media has emerged as a significant
determinant of consumer decisions, particularly regarding the selection of physicians. This section
explores the aspects important for young consumers, which are related to the personal brand on social
media, categorised into themes (Tab. 5).

Table 5

Key themes and sample single factors related to the physician’s personal brand on social media

Theme

Trust through
transparency

Quotes

‘It is always good to know whom you will be seeing. | think that
knowing the doctor’s face and demeanour would give me sense of
security, because visiting doctor’s office is stressful as it is.” [R1]

Single factors
as an initial code

Trust
Transparency
Honest Communication

‘[...] am more likely to choose a doctor like that over a doctor whom
| know nothing about, because they do not have an online profile.

I think that if | followed a doctor online for a while and if their social
media activity built my trust, then | would be really willing to see
them.’ [R7]

Trust
Transparency
Consistency

‘[..] If I were in a situation where | could choose between two equally
reasonable, decent, nice, competent doctors, then | would go for
the one from Instagram. And that is because social media give you
a feeling that you know them already.’ [R2]

Trust
Transparency
Personal Stories

‘[..] | prefer doctors who are active on social media but maintain an
authentic presence. When they share real stories from their practice
and personal experiences, it makes me feel like | can trust them
more. It's not just about professional expertise; it's about feeling
connected on a human level.’ [R10]

Authenticity
Personal Stories
Trust

Professional
expertise

‘Honestly, | think | would choose a doctor who does not have a social
media account. On the other hand, | would choose a specialist who
does have a social media account. For example, a psychologist or

a speech therapist.’ [R5]

Ethical Issues
Professional Boundaries
Medical Knowledge

‘I would choose a person who is not on social media, somehow it

would overwhelm me that I’'m just going to that particular physician.

Somehow it would overwhelm me just watching him here, | know
he’s been doing this, he's been doing that here and somewhere else
maybe | don’t quite agree with him.” [R8]

Privacy Protection
Ethical Issues
Professional Boundaries

‘[...] For me, professionalism in a doctor is crucial. Even if they have
a social media presence, what matters most is their professional
demeanour and the way they communicate their medical
knowledge. A doctor who shares insightful health tips and medical
references on their profile demonstrates their commitment to their
field." [R12]

Professional Expertise
Medical Knowledge
Health Tips
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Single factors

UG ORI as an initial code
‘I think the key thing for me, for a person who doesn't like going to Reviews
doctors, though, is the reviews of that doctor. So, if | went on some Patient Stories
site like znanylekarz.pl and a person who, even though he/she is Others' Experience

active on Instagram and I like him/her, and he/she had poor reviews
for some reason, | wouldn't choose to go to him/her.’ [R4]

‘To be honest, | do not check whether the doctor that | am seeing is Others' Experience

present on social media or not. | very rarely google doctors whom | Reviews
Peer am supposed to visit. If anything, | may look at some online opinions.
and patient A recommendation from a friend is far more valuable to me than

endorsements presence on social media. | would also consider a recommendation
from a friend who was actually following a doctor on Instagram and
had a positive opinion on them.’ [R11]

‘[...]  always read through patient reviews and seek Reviews
recommendations from friends before choosing a doctor. If a doctor  Patient Stories
has positive endorsements from peers and patients, it reassures Others' Experience

me of their competence and care. Personal stories shared by other
patients can be very convincing and influential in my decision.’ [R9]

Source: own research

Understanding the factors that influence consumers’ decisions to engage with and ultimately
choose physicians on social media is imperative for healthcare practitioners and marketers alike. In the
final analysis, three main themes related to physicians' personal branding on social media emerged:
‘trust through transparency’, ‘professional expertise’ and ‘peer and patient endorsements’.

Firstimportanttheme istrust through transparency. Consumers perceive physicians who maintain
an active and transparent presence on social media platforms as more trustworthy and approachable.
This perception stems from the ability of consumers to observe the physician’s demeanour,
communication style, and professional insights, fostering a sense of comfort and confidence in their
capabilities.

The second crucial aspect in choosing a doctor to visit is professional expertise. The online conduct
and portrayal of professionalism by physicians on social media significantly influence consumer
perceptions. Negative behaviours or unprofessional content can erode trust and deter consumers from
considering a particular physician as a viable healthcare provider.

The third and last but not least theme was formulated as a peer and patient endorsements. Social
validation plays a significant role in consumer decision-making, particularly in the realm of healthcare.
The availability of positive endorsements and recommendations from peers on social media can sway
consumer perceptions and drive their choice of physician. Consumers actively seek authentic feedback
and opinions from fellow patients when evaluating physicians on social media.

These three themes collectively shape consumers’ perception of physicians’ personal branding on
social media and play a crucial role in their decision to visit a particular physician. In each theme single
factors have been identified.

6. DISCUSSION

This study provides a nuanced exploration of consumer perspectives on physicians' social media
profiles and the intricacies of personal branding in the healthcare sector. The findings reveal three
distinct consumer segments — social media enthusiasts, social media sceptics, and those prioritising
authentic opinions — each exhibiting diverse attitudes toward physicians' online presence. This
segmentation underscores the complex and multifaceted nature of consumer decision-making in
healthcare, where digital engagement plays an increasingly influential role.

The results align with and extend previous research highlighting the pivotal role of social media in
shaping consumer behaviour and decision-making processes (Kross et al, 2013). Social media
enthusiasts, for instance, highly value the relationships and trust cultivated through digital interactions
with healthcare providers. Thisfinding is consistent with studies emphasising the impact of social media
on enhancing professional visibility and reputation among physicians (Garofolo et al.,, 2018; Garofolo-
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Gonzalez et al., 2021; Kubiak et al., 2019). These consumers perceive the transparency and accessibility
afforded by social media as key factors in building and maintaining trust, which, in turn, influences their
choice of healthcare providers.

The study also underscores the importance of authenticity and consistency in personal branding
for physicians on social media. As revealed in the results, authenticity—where physicians authentically
represent both their professional and personal identities—emerges as a crucial factor in establishing
trust and fostering patientengagement. Consumers are particularly drawn to physicians who share real-
life stories and insights from their practice, fostering a sense of connection that can lead to increased
patient loyalty. This finding supports Jacobson’'s (2020) assertion that effective personal branding,
with a strong emphasis on authenticity, can significantly enhance visibility and influence within the
professional community.

Moreover, the study highlights the role of social validation in consumer decision-making,
particularly within the healthcare context (Ghalavand et al,, 2022). Positive peer endorsements and
recommendationsonsocial media are shown tosignificantly shape consumer perceptions,emphasising
the critical role of social networks in healthcare choices. This is consistent with prior research indicating
that an active social media presence can positively affect physician-rating website scores and enhance
patient interactions (Garofolo et al,, 2018; Garofolo-Gonzalez et al., 2021). These findings suggest that
social media platforms such as Instagram, YouTube, and personal websites are not merely tools for self-
promotion but are integral to shaping consumer perceptions and trust.

The insights from this study also extend the understanding of the factors that shape consumer
perceptions of physicians’ personal branding on social media. Elements such as trust, comfort,
professionalism, and the availability of authentic opinions emerge as central to consumer evaluations
of online personas. These findings resonate with existing literature on personal branding, particularly
the application of self-presentation theory in online contexts (Geurin, 2017; Goffman, 1959; Labrecque
et al, 2011). Using Goffman’s (1959) theoretical framework, the study illustrates how physicians’ self-
presentation on social media influences young consumers’ perceptions, potentially impacting their
trust and comfort in selecting a healthcare provider.

Social media, as an indispensable tool for physicians, plays a critical role in boosting professional
visibility and reputation. The study emphasises the significant impact of platforms such as Instagram,
YouTube, and personal websites on physician-rating scores, with a well-managed social media
presence correlating strongly with improved ratings and patient perceptions. This finding underscores
the importance of strategic social media use for physicians seeking to maintain a positive professional
image and expand their patient base.

However, the study also reveals significant variations in consumer attitudes towards physicians’
social media presence. While some consumersembrace the digitalengagement of healthcare providers,
others prefer a more traditional approach to healthcare decision-making. This nuanced understanding
of consumer perspectives adds depth to the existing literature on social media use by healthcare
professionals (Krot & Rudawska, 2017; Smailhodzic et al., 2021) and highlights the need for healthcare
practitioners and marketers to tailor their online engagement strategies to accommodate diverse
consumer preferences. Moreover, physicians must navigate the ethical and privacy challenges inherent
in social media use, particularly on visually-oriented platforms like Instagram, where the potential for
missteps is higher. The risk of disseminating low-quality information and the challenge of maintaining
patient confidentiality underscore the need for adherence to best practices and ethical guidelines,
ensuring that the benefits of social media engagement are not overshadowed by potential risks.

In summary, this study contributes to the expanding body of literature on social media, personal
branding, and consumer behaviour in healthcare. By offering in-depth insights into consumer
perspectives on physicians' social media profiles and the factors influencing personal branding, this
research provides valuable implications for healthcare practitioners and marketers. It highlights
the importance of authenticity, consistency, and social validation in online engagement, offering
a strategic framework for optimising physicians' social media presence and engaging effectively with
patients.
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7. CONCLUSIONS

This study provides valuable insights into young consumers’ perceptions of physicians’ social media
profiles and the factors associated with their decision to visit a physician based on their social media
presence. The research addresses two key questions: how young consumers perceive physicians' social
media profiles and why certain aspects of physicians’ social media presence are important for their
decision to visit.

The findings reveal a spectrum of attitudes among consumers, ranging from enthusiastic
engagementwith physicians’social media profilesto scepticism and preference for traditional sources of
information. Three main themes emerged as crucial in physicians’ social media presence: trust through
transparency, professional expertise, and peer and patient endorsements. These themes collectively
shape consumers’ perceptions and decision-making processes regarding physician selection in the
digital age.

The study contributes to the expanding body of literature on social media, personal branding, and
consumer behaviour in the healthcare sector. It highlights the need for physicians to carefully consider
their online presence and the content they share, as it can significantly affect patient trust and comfort.
Additionally, the research underscores the importance of maintaining a balance between professional
and personal content on social media platforms to effectively engage with patients while upholding
ethical standards.

In conclusion, this study offers valuable insights for healthcare practitioners and marketers seeking
to optimise their online presence and effectively engage with patients in an increasingly digitised
healthcare landscape. By understanding the diverse perspectives of consumers and the factors that
relate to their decision-making, healthcare professionals can develop more targeted and effective
social media strategies that build trust, demonstrate expertise, and foster positive patient relationships.

8. PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

The insights derived from this research offer profound implications for healthcare practitioners and
marketers navigating the intricate landscape of social media engagement within the healthcare sphere.
As consumers’ attitudes and behaviours towards physicians’ social media profiles exhibit considerable
diversity, and understanding and effectively responding to these nuanced dynamics is paramount for
optimising patient engagement and building trust in the digital age.

Firstly, healthcare professionals with a social media presence must recognise the inherent
opportunities and challenges associated with their online visibility. Leveraging social media platforms
as a means to cultivate a positive image and foster trust among patients is a strategic imperative. By
authentically engaging with followers and sharing relatable content that humanises their professional
persona, physicians can establish meaningful connections with their audience, thereby enhancing
patient-provider relationships and loyalty.

However, amidst the potential benefits of social media engagement, physicians must remain
vigilant about privacy considerations and professional conduct. The pervasiveness of social media
exposes physicians to heightened privacy risks, necessitating careful discernment when sharing
personal information or opinions online. Upholding professional integrity and adhering to established
ethical guidelines are non-negotiable principles that safeguard against reputational harm and maintain
patient trust.

Furthermore, the findings underscore the importance of consumer education in navigating the
complex digital landscape. Educating patients about the nuances of social media, including the diverse
forms of platforms and their implications for accessing healthcare information, empowers individuals
to make informed decisions about their healthcare choices. Providing guidance on discerning credible
sources and evaluating the reliability of information disseminated through social media channels
equips patients with the tools necessary to navigate the digital realm responsibly.

Additionally, healthcare organisations and regulatory bodies play a pivotal role in shaping the ethical
parameters of physicians’ social media usage. Establishing clear guidelines and policies governing
online behaviour not only mitigates risks associated with privacy breaches and unprofessional conduct
but also fosters a culture of accountability and integrity within the healthcare commmunity. By proactively
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addressing regulatory considerations and promoting responsible social media practices, healthcare
stakeholders can uphold the highest standards of patient care and ethical conduct in the digital age.

In conclusion, the practical implications derived from this research underscore the imperative for
healthcare practitioners and marketers to navigate social media engagement with strategic foresight
and ethical integrity. By leveraging social media as a tool for building patient trust, while remaining
vigilant about privacy considerations and professional conduct, healthcare professionals can forge
meaningful connections with their audience and deliver patient-centred care in an increasingly
digitised healthcare landscape.

9. LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH

The official presence of physicians on social media is a relatively new phenomenon. An increasing
number of professionals maintain public accounts showing their professional work and aspects of
their family life. Actions taken publicly on social media influence the perception of physicians and their
competence. The published content and interactions determine how a doctor is perceived by others
on the Internet. The research conducted contributes to a better understanding of this phenomenon,
but has several limitations. The analysis focused only on the perceptions of young consumers and
could be enriched by the results of studies conducted with consumers of other generations. It is worth
noting that the degree of social media use differs between generations of consumers. Future research
could explore these themes across different age groups and cultural contexts to provide a more
comprehensive understanding of the role of social media in healthcare decision-making. Furthermore,
guantitative studies could help measure the relationship between physicians’' social media activity,
their perceived image, and patient trust.
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