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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Adpvertising medical procedures on social media platforms:
Dangers and ethical considerations
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To the Editor,

Social media has become the main communica-
tion platform, so even healthcare professionals have
changed the common medical communication chan-
nel. With platforms such as TikTok and Instagram,
doctors can reach hundreds of millions of prospec-
tive patients, suggesting complex medical information
through simplistic and engaging content. Neverthe-
less, those same features that make social media attrac-
tive (essentially, short-format videos, visual narratives,
and algorithm-based exposure) present risks when
used for medical procedures. Simplified or exagger-
ated portrayals of medical procedures can mislead
audiences, compromise informed consent, and create
unrealistic expectations among those who are vulner-
able. The limited time frame and format of social me-
dia posts often require the omission of critical details
about medical procedures, such as risks, complications,
and necessary aftercare. Such misleading oversimpli-
fication leads to an imperfect conception of medical
procedures and the patient’s decision-making process.
Social media algorithms give strong preference to con-
tent that is both compelling or visually exciting and
often overlook the truth. This dynamic can amplify
unverified claims or promote unregulated medical
practices. This is particularly significant for cosmetic
or plastic surgery procedures. For example, an analysis
of plastic surgery posts on TikTok found that posts are
almost exclusively concerned with appearance rather
than procedural complexity, safety, or postoperative
recovery (1). On the same note, Atiyeh et al. (2021)

noted social media platforms can disseminate mislead-
ing information about cosmetic surgery that creates
misunderstanding among patients about the safety and
efficiency of action (2). The pressure to obtain likes,
shares, and followers can drive healthcare profes-
sionals toward entertainment instead of education.
Ethical breaches, including overhyping results, the
creation of sensational content, or the promotion of
non-evidence-based practices, damage the profes-
sional reputation of medical professionals. A system-
atic review of plastic surgery by Dorfman et al. (2017)
documented that significant ethical concerns exist with
broadcasting medical videos on social platforms (3).
Therefore, as indicated by the authors, guidelines
should be recommended to avoid potential pitfalls.
Social media’s younger users are particularly sus-
ceptible to idealized portrayals of medical procedures.
Exorbitant ideals of beauty broadcasted by the con-
tent on social media have led to the emergence of phe-
nomena like “Snapchat dysmorphia”, in which people
undergo cosmetic surgery to try to look like the arti-
ficially enhanced pictures (4). This influence can also
lead to more impulsive choices, that, on average, are
probably not accompanied by a solid grasp of the risk/
consequences and recovery involved. Promotional
content on social media often excludes comprehensive
discussions of risks, benefits, and alternative treat-
ments, which are essential components of informed
consent. A study by Eldaly et al. (2022) noted that
patients exposed to social media advertising are also
at risk of having unrealistic expectations, which poses
a challenge to informed consent in clinical clinics (5).
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Over-advertising medical treatments via social media
raises significant ethical challenges which demand
immediate and comprehensive action. Social media
frequently misleads or exaggerates information about
medical treatments, with an excessive emphasis on
dramatic success stories while omitting critical details
about risks, limitations, or the variability of patient
outcomes. This practice undermines the principle of
informed consent (a basic ethical obligation in health-
care) by persuading patients to make medical decisions
on incomplete, biased, or sensationalized informa-
tion rather than scientifically validated evidence. The
consequent impact can be severe, resulting in undue
psychological distress, financial exploitation, and, in
some cases, adverse health outcomes when patients
pursue unnecessary or inappropriate procedures. Ad-
dressing this pervasive issue requires a structured and
multi-layered strategy involving legislative, regulatory,
and policy-based action. Firstly, governments should
put into place stringent laws that limit the dissemi-
nation of misleading medical advertising and punish
offenders accountable through substantial penalties.
Such legislation requires that all medical procedures be
clear, factual, and balanced when represented in pro-
motional materials. Facts must be based on credible,
peer-reviewed evidence to support the claims. Regu-
latory agencies should develop enforceable standards
that compel providers and influencers to disclose all
relevant information regarding the procedures they
are promoting, including risks, contraindications,
and the likelihood of achieving advertised outcomes.
The regulatory agencies should also establish robust
mechanisms for monitoring and penalizing non-
compliance. On the other hand, social media plat-
forms, which play a pivotal role, are responsible for
implementing stricter content moderation policies to
combat misinformation. For this purpose, social media
should employ sophisticated algorithms and human
supervision to identify and flag unverified or exagger-
ated health claims and prioritize partnerships with
credible health organizations to disseminate accurate
and truthful medical information. On a broader scale,
public health initiatives must invest in creating cam-
paigns that teach users how to critically assess medical
information found online, identify biased content, and
reserve consulting licensed professionals for medical

advice. Educational campaigns should target both
the general public and vulnerable populations, equip-
ping them with tools to differentiate between credible
and dubious sources of medical information. Further-
more, legal measures need to be enacted as deterrents
against egregious overuse and manipulation of medical
content. Ultimately, a cohesive framework including
governments, healthcare institutions, and civil society
organizations can enhance the spread and impact of
these strategies. To sum up, mitigating the ethical and
pragmatic risks of disseminating information on medi-
cal procedures across social media, healthcare profes-
sionals and healthcare institutions demands the use of
evidence-based and patient-centered strategies:

- Transparent Communication: posts should
be factually represented showing the benefits,
risks, limitations, and the realistic achievable
outcomes of the procedures, and should focus
on evidence-based practices

- Educational Content: social media should
concentrate on patient education and clear
language to describe the procedures and their
related complications

- Professional Guidelines: regulatory bodies need
to develop broad guidelines for ethical engage-
ment with social media with the help of health
professionals

- Platform Accountability: social media compa-
nies need to work with healthcare providers to
find and eliminate false information and dis-
seminate valid, evidence-based information.

- Patient-Centric Influencer ~Collaborations:

influencers should be required to disclose any

relationships or affiliations they have and in-
clude disclaimers encouraging their audience to
seek advice from qualified professionals when

needed (6).

Conclusion

Marketing medical procedures through social
media platforms is a double-edged sword. These plat-
forms are powerful tools for education and interaction,
but their misuse could jeopardize public health, patient
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safety, and professional ethics. Transparency, accuracy,
and ethical behavior need to be at top of the medi-
cal community’s agenda regarding social media com-
munication. This is critical for maintaining patient
confidence and supporting good decision-making.
Regulatory boundaries and platform guidelines should
be in harmony to tackle the risks and assure that medi-
cal promotion functions as a source of empowerment
and not a source of exploitation.
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