
 
 
https://www.eejournals.org                                                                                                          Open Access        

Page | 9 

 
 
 
 
The Impact of Social Media on Public Health 
Communication 
  

Kamanzi Ntakirutimana G. 

School of Natural and Applied Sciences Kampala International University Uganda 

ABSTRACT 
Social media has emerged as a transformative instrument for public health communication, providing 
unparalleled reach, engagement, and real-time contact. This study investigates the function of social 
media platforms in delivering health information, assesses their effectiveness, and addresses the issues 
they raise. While these platforms have helped health organizations connect successfully with a wide range 
of people, they also amplify misinformation, posing public health hazards. Case studies demonstrate the 
potential for social media to generate effective campaigns, but they also emphasize the significance of 
believable messaging and proper planning. The study continues by underlining the importance of 
balanced approaches that utilize social media's potential while limiting its downsides. 
Keywords: Social media, public health communication, health misinformation, digital health campaigns, 
real-time interaction. 

INTRODUCTION 
Social media platforms have become increasingly popular over the last decade, with billions of people 
around the world using social networking sites to connect with others and share different aspects of their 
lives. This growth has been a major development in the global communication environment and has 
played an important role in reshaping how individuals interact with information, organizations, and, 
critically, each other. As a result, they now represent an important location for public health practitioners 
and organizations to communicate with people about health and healthcare. This review will examine 
how key social media platforms can be used as channels for engaging with members of the public about 
health and healthcare, several methods available to evaluate their efficacy, and how communication and 
marketing strategies have been built around them [1, 2]. Although there are growing numbers of articles 
investigating social media use and healthcare, the field is continually evolving, with new potential 
applications and theories developing and adapting as the nature and application of these spaces become 
clear. Current research is required to understand how these channels can be and are being accessed by 
public health researchers, the types of research questions that are answered by these channels, and how 
questions related to whether particular approaches are efficacious. Research questions include: (1) To 
what extent does communication in social media differ from the way health has traditionally been 
communicated to the public? (2) How might using social media platforms influence the public health risks 
and harms that might be associated with communicating about health in this way? (3) Given that using 
social media might influence the impact of health messages, what strategies have been developed to 
communicate about health across a range of social media channels? [3, 4]. 

The Role of Social Media in Public Health Communication 
The use of social media as a communication tool has grown exponentially in the past decade, helping 
disseminate health information to the general population. Social media can fulfill the two-way 
communication mandate that health communication professionals advocate, where the receiver becomes 
active and provides immediate feedback. True two-way communication with real-time updates often is not 
achievable via traditional media or even news feeds on public health websites. This can be particularly 
important for health messaging, given that people are being asked to take immediate action to prevent the 
spread of infection. Social media has over time become synonymous with web-based social networks; 
hence, it has become increasingly important for the assessment of public perceptions of health issues. 
Moreover, what is shared through virtual social networks has been demonstrated to have an impact on 
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what people know in actuality. This phenomenon has led to several broader studies that look at social 
networks around the patient and how influencers within these networks spread health-related content; 
their concern is the development of effective interventions. The sharing of misinformation regarding 
measles, pertussis, Zika virus, and influenza has been a hot topic. However, less well-documented are 
attempts to provide accurate health messaging. While sophisticated contagion-based models have looked 
at the impact of people's behavioral responses to infectious diseases and their various interactions, their 
foci are more theoretical and intentionally do not capture underlying attributes or demographics [5, 6]. 

Advantages Of Social Media in Public Health Communication 
Due to the expanding reach and increasing use of social media across the globe, it can be employed as a 
useful tool for public health communication. A major advantage of public health communication via social 
media is its extensive reach. People from all walks of life use social media, so information that is put out 
on these platforms has the potential to reach and engage a wide range of individuals, including people 
who may not have access to or have traditionally been ignored by mainstream channels. Social media is 
also cost-effective compared to more traditional and mainstream media. The amount of money that is 
needed to reach a large audience via social media is significantly less than the cost of using television, 
radio, or newspapers to reach the same audience [7, 8]. Furthermore, social media can be used to link 
with audiences and create materials that can be easily shared by them. It can be used to find out what the 
communities are most concerned about and what aspects of public health information they would like to 
know about. Another advantage of using social media as a public health communication tool is that 
content can be compelling, engaging, and even humorous, and entertainment is more likely to be 
welcomed and shared by people than common public health information, which can seem dogmatic and 
instructive. This outreach process unifies stakeholders and community members as part of the social 
process and challenges power dynamics to encourage them to actively participate in a dialogue related to 
social health outcomes. Furthermore, the application of internet-based programs can offer a useful home 
for peer support that can set up a community, including a contemporary group of individuals extending a 
social network, where they can share experiences irrespective of geographic boundaries. This is 
particularly valid in populations that are typically hard to reach and engage through conventional 
methods, where opportunities to study social interaction increase peer camaraderie. The internal-external 
mechanism allowing communication to flow in and out, as well as amongst users, is a perennial issue 
similar approaches must consider when implementing [7, 2]. Another perk of using social media is that 
the usage of social media analytics can be combined to monitor human behavior or sentiment across a set 
period, such as gathering data on the frequency of online views and click rates. Monitoring conversations 
on social media provides new informed avenues of exploration to market and may be viewed as trialing 
new ideas of understanding the way beginning trends may evolve. Even though the evidence for 
successful implementation of social marketing is relatively new, interest in using social media as a tool for 
addressing public health issues has potential. These potentials also relate to the ability of social media to 
transmit information, build communities, and promote behaviors over the long run. The advantages of 
using social media have implications for the planning and delivery of community participation programs. 
In light of these advantages, decision-makers in the medical field should take full benefit of these social 
media platforms to plan social marketing campaigns tailored to particular target demographics. They may 
also use advanced search options available on social network sites to identify small group communities for 
whom the issue is current [9, 2]. 

Challenges and Limitations of Using Social Media in Public Health Communication 
Social media offer the dual potential to be powerful tools or dangerous threats in public health 
communication. These virtual word-of-mouth platforms can amplify credible health messages but also 
support the spread of potentially dangerous misinformation and disinformation. Even well-intentioned 
social media users can contribute to the distortion of public health messages. Especially in the muddied 
waters of a rapidly changing infodemic, a noticeable tension can exist between the speed and accessibility 
of novel social media trends and the time that is often necessary to develop messages and public health 
campaigns responsibly to maintain attention and increase the chances of instigating behavioral change 
[10, 11]. Due to the high level of interaction in an online, technologically mediated society and the 
erosion of trust in sources of mass media or traditional authority figures, disseminating credible 
information efficiently is a challenge. Many health communicators believe that using social media must 
not be about self-promotion but must instead engage in authentic conversations that explore the 
challenges and changing perceptions about scientific findings, ultimately making science more relevant to 
media and the public. Social media users have major concerns about security, privacy, and the use of 
information by third parties. Many privacy concerns could hinder individual participation and/or sharing 
of sensitive health-related information in social media forums. Sharing data is also a complex social issue 
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when it comes to embedding social media within health systems or analyzing the potential benefits and 
harm of data sharing from a policy or ethical position. People’s digital literacy and access to technology 
can also be a major barrier to the effective use of social media channels, highlighting a potential digital 
divide [12, 13]. 

Case Studies and Examples of Successful Public Health Campaigns on Social Media 
The following section presents a selection of case studies and success stories in the hopes of showcasing a 
variety of successful public health campaigns using social media across a range of subjects and 
geographical demographics [14]. 

Case Study 1: Ice Bucket Challenge; Case Study 2: Mental Health Inverse Care; Case Study 3: Get Free 
Kits; Case Study 4: Living with Psoriasis; Case Study 5: Every Mind Matters; Case Study 6: Fresh 
Empire; Case Study 7: The New Graphic Cigarette Warning Label Campaign; Case Study 8: WARN 
Content Series; Case Study 9: Quit Genius; Case Study 10: Imagine a World 

Lessons and Practical Implications 
Inspired by the cases above, it provides some tips for public health campaign developers. 

 Involve Healthcare Professionals: Designers of public health campaigns and materials are 
advised to engage healthcare professionals, especially those specializing in the issue targeted by 
the campaign. The involvement of professionals could increase the credibility of the materials 
and the collective campaign theory. 

 Tap into Influencer Engagement: Campaign developers are encouraged to collaborate with social 
media influencers, as they can spread the content to an already substantial audience. 

 By tapping into existing social networks, public health communications can increase their reach 
and change the behavior or awareness of hard-to-reach populations. The existence of success 
stories reported in this section demonstrates the potential of utilizing social media for public 
health. 

CONCLUSION 
Social media has revolutionized public health communication, providing both opportunities and 
challenges. Its ability to reach vast and diverse audiences, coupled with real-time engagement, offers a 
unique platform for spreading health information and encouraging behavioral change. However, the risk 
of misinformation and the challenge of maintaining trust remain significant barriers. Successful public 
health campaigns on social media demonstrate the importance of strategic planning, credible 
partnerships, and community involvement. Moving forward, public health practitioners must balance the 
advantages of social media with its potential pitfalls, fostering responsible use to maximize its impact on 
health outcomes. 
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