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Social media and personal branding:
should you get an early start in medical school?

By Raman Singh, OMA Public Affairs Department

FEATURE

Social media is an umbrella term that 

encompasses the creation and exchange 

of user-generated content, such as pho-

tos, videos, text and audio using web-

based and mobile technologies known 

as Web 2.0.1 A personal brand can be 

defined as who you are and what you 

want to be known for, and is the practice 

of marketing yourself and your career as 

a cohesive entity.2

How you present yourself online can 

have a profound impact on how you are 

perceived by potential colleagues, em-

ployers, and the public before any con-

tact is made. And the most accessible 

tool to create a positive online identity is 

social media.

We have recently seen an upsurge in 

the number of Ontario doctors using so-

cial media to disseminate health advice, 

promote their practices, discuss current 

research and highlight important issues in 

health care — all while positioning them-

selves as leaders in their respective areas 

of expertise. Through platforms such as 

LinkedIn, Twitter and the blogosphere, 

numerous opportunities exist for you to le-

verage social media to create a competi-

tive edge for yourself while still in medical 

school. Below are three important rea-

sons why social media can aid you in your 

career as a medical professional.

1. Staying up-to-date

Approximately 100,000 tweets are gener-

ated per minute by Twitter users.3 These 

tweets are geared towards thousands of 

topics and conversations, including health 

care and medicine. While it may seem 

odd for medical students and doctors to 

communicate with others through social 

media, it gives you the opportunity to con-
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tribute to online conversations with other 

medical providers, health care organiza-

tions, policy-makers, government officials, 

and most importantly, the public. Social 

media affords you the ability to transcend 

geographic boundaries and have discus-

sions with medical students and doctors 

around the world, giving you insights from 

a variety of online influencers.

Most government organizations, 

hospitals, associations and news out-

lets maintain social media profiles. Social 

media can help you stay up-to-date on 

news, political action and policy changes, 

as well as present the opportunity to offer 

your own opinions on current events. By 

doing this, you can foster personal rele- 

vance, cultivate knowledge beyond the 

classroom or medical practice, and keep 

up with the latest research. If you’re inter-

ested in establishing a social media pres-

ence, don’t just listen to conversations, 

but engage in two-way conversations. 

Think as if you’re continuing a friendly 

classroom debate in the online sphere 

— just with a larger audience, and poten-

tially more learning opportunities.

2. Everything happens online 

We live in a digital world, and when it 

comes to medicine, it has been said that 

“social media technologies can augment 

traditional medical humanities education 

efforts and perhaps even improve them, 

as well as prepare students for a future in 

which social media will play a significant 

role in medicine.”4 An increasing number 

of medical schools in the United States 

have integrated social media into their 

curricula in order to enhance learning 

opportunities. Medical students at Penn 

State College of Medicine enrolled in the 

course, The Narratives Aging: Explor-

ing Creative Approaches to Dementia 

Care, found themselves regularly using 

platforms such as YouTube to provide 

cross-cultural perspectives on aging and 

mental health. They also used Twitter for 

real-time communication between fel-

low students and their course instructor 

while conducting storytelling sessions at 

an assisted-living facility. Twitter allowed 

the instructor to track student observa-

tions and respond to questions in real-

time. It also created an archive of insights 

that were later reviewed during class-

room discussion. This has allowed for 

deeper engagement with course materi-

als and frequent two-way communica-

tion between instructors and peers.

With this in mind, why not start this 

year of medical school with the goal of 

creating a deeper digital presence for 

yourself? Follow and participate in Twitter 

chats, such as #HCSMCA (Health Care 

Social Media Canada) — a community 

of tweeters exploring medical social in-

novation by sharing ideas and engaging 

in friendly debate about the latest health 

care news in Canada. By participating in 

the online conversation, you can establish 

yourself as a thought leader and acquire 

the tools and skill sets for networking, col-

laboration and problem solving.

3. Creating a positive online identity 

When doctors type their name into a 

Google search, chances are physician-

ranking websites such as RateMDs lead 

the search results. The content of these 

websites and reviews do not always 

accurately reflect a physician’s medical 

competence. A strong web presence on 

your part can provide patients and the 

public with professional online content 

that is controlled by you. The presence of 

this content can counterbalance reviews 

and opinions, and contribute credible 

medical advice. It is an effective form of 

reputation management, and accord-

ing to DeCamp, Koenig, and Chisolm, 

“medical training is a critical develop-

mental period when social media can 

positively shape professional identity and 

vice versa.”5 Adopting social media and 

deciding what you want your digital foot-

print to convey early in your career can 

be very beneficial for personal and pro-

fessional growth. It gives you the time to 

iron out any inconsistencies and merge 

your professional and personal identities 

into a unique personal brand. 
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1. Material published on the Internet is public: If confidenti-

ality is desired, refrain from posting.

2. Exercise caution: Never identify a patient in any way, and 

refrain from discussing details about individual cases. 

3. Follow guidelines: When in doubt, refer to your medical 

school’s social media policy, or to the Canadian Medical As-

sociation’s Social Media Guidelines for Physicians and/or the 

Canadian Federation of Medical Student’s Guide to Medical 

Professionalism.

4. Think twice, post once: Be mindful of the information you 

post online and refrain from posting derogatory or misin-

formed comments. Social media is instant, and anything you 

post can be seen by anyone.

5. Choose a platform that best suits you: Twitter and LinkedIn 

are best used for professional purposes, while Facebook is 

mainly used for personal social networking.

6. Make connections: Follow organizations and individuals of 

interest to you.

7. Have fun: Use the opportunity to engage with others in pro-

fessional conversations and friendly debate about the issues 

and topics that matter most to you. Don’t be afraid to ask 

questions and spark conversations.

Before you embark on your social media journey, keep these tips in mind:

Words of Advice


