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ORIGINAL RESEARCH

Many patients use social media as a source of medical information 
on dermatologic diseases. Social media offers accessible methods 
of communicating with physicians, other patients, and pharmacies. 
The information gathered through social media posts has the poten-
tial to influence patients’ views of their conditions and treatment 
options, though the source often is unknown. This systematic review 
examined the content and source of social media posts identified 
using the search terms acne and treatment across all social media 
platforms available through a commercial social media data aggre-
gating software (Crimson Hexagon) from May 2008 to May 2016. 
The goal of this study was to identify sources of acne-related social 
media posts to determine communication trends to gain a better 
understanding of the potential impact social media may have on 
patient care.
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Social media has become a prominent source of 
medical information for patients, including those 
with dermatologic conditions.1,2 Physicians, 

patients, and pharmaceutical companies can use social 
media platforms to communicate with each other and 
share knowledge and advertisements related to condi-
tions. Social media can influence patients’ perceptions of 
their disease and serve as a modality to acquire medical 
treatments.3 Furthermore, social media posts from illicit 
pharmacies can result in patients buying harmful medica-
tions without physician oversight.4,5 Examination of the 
content and sources of social media posts related to acne 
may be useful in determining those who are primarily uti-
lizing social media and for what purpose. The goal of this 
systematic review was to identify sources of acne-related 
social media posts to determine communication trends  
to gain a better understanding of the potential impact 
social media may have on patient care.

Methods
Social media posts were identified (May 2008 to May 2016) 
using the search terms acne and treatment across all 
social media platforms available through a commer-
cial social media data aggregating software (Crimson 
Hexagon). Information from relevant posts was extracted 
and compiled into a spreadsheet that included the con-
tent, post date, social media platform, and hyperlink.  
To further analyze the data, the first 100 posts on acne 
treatment from May 2008 to May 2016 were selected 
and manually classified by the following types of com-
munication: (1) patient-to-patient (eg, testimonies of 
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 PRACTICE POINTS
•	  Social media content can influence patients’ percep-

tions of their disease and serve as a modality  
to acquire medical treatments, though the source 
often is unknown.

•	  This study aimed to identify sources of acne-related 
social media posts to determine communication 
trends to gain a better understanding of the potential 
impact social media may have on patient care.

•	  Due to the potential for illicit marketing of prescrip-
tion acne medications across multiple social media 
platforms, it is important to ask your patients what 
resources they use to learn about acne and offer to 
answer any questions regarding acne and its treatment.
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patients’ medical experiences); (2) professional-to-patient  
(eg, clinical knowledge or experience provided by a medical 
provider and/or cited article in reference to relevant treat-
ments); (3) pharmaceutical company–to-patient (eg, infor-
mation from reputable drug manufacturers regarding drug 
activity and adverse effects); (4) illicit pharmacy–to-patient 
(eg, pharmacies with advertisements calling patients to 
buy a drug online or offering discrete shipping without a 

prescription)4,5; or (5) other-to-patient (eg, posts that did 
not contain enough detail to be classified).

Results
Hundreds of thousands of social media posts discuss-
ing acne treatment were identified over the 8-year study 
period (Figure 1). The social media data aggregator 
extracted posts from various blogs, website comment 

FIGURE 1. Frequency of social media posts on acne treatment from June 2008 to April 2016. Social media platforms included blogs, forums, 
Facebook, Twitter, Google+, Tumblr, and website comment sections.

FIGURE 2. Frequency of 100 acne-related social media posts by communication source category.
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sections, and online forums, as well as major social 
media platforms (ie, Facebook, Twitter, Google+, Tumblr). 
The first 100 posts selected for further analysis included 
0 from 2008, 6 from 2009, 36 from 2010, 15 from 2011,  
7 from 2012, 8 from 2013, 12 from 2014, 11 from 2015, and 
5 from 2016. From this sample, 65 posts were considered 
to have an illicit source; conversely, 18 posts were from 
patients and 7 posts were from pharmaceutical compa-
nies (Figure 2).

Comment
This study demonstrated that discussion of acne treat-
ment is prevalent in social media. Although our research 
underrepresents the social media interest in specific 
acne treatments, as only posts mentioning the terms 
acne and treatment were evaluated to gain insights into 
how social media platforms are being used by indi-
viduals with cutaneous disease. As such, even with this 
potential underrepresentation, our study demonstrated 
a high incidence of illicit marketing of prescription 
acne medications across multiple social media platforms 
(Figure 2). The sale of dermatologic pharmaceuticals  
(eg, isotretinoin) without a prescription is recognized by 
the US Government as a problem that is rapidly grow-
ing.4,5 Illicit pharmacies pose as legitimate pharmacies 

that can provide prescription medications to consum-
ers without a prescription.5,6 The fact that these illicit 
pharmacy–to-patient posts were the most abundant in 
our study may speak to their relative success on social 
media platforms in encouraging patients to purchase 
prescription medications without physician oversight. 
These findings should concern health care providers, as 
the procurement of prescription medications without a 
prescription may put patients at risk.
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