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Facebook: Is it a Friend or a Foe? 
 
Increasing numbers of professionals are turning to social networking sites, such as Facebook and Twitter, to connect with 
friends and sometimes, patients or clients. These sites have rapidly gained popularity as a fun and easy way to 
communicate. 

But, the reality is that doctors are held to higher standards of personal conduct than other groups in society – even an 
online society. So, while enjoying your e-socializing with colleagues and friends, it's important to protect your personal and 
professional reputation in a number of areas.  

Defining “Friends” 
One problem arises from the social networking definition of “friend.” The online environment can easily blur the line that 
appropriately exists between personal and professional relationships in the “real world.” It's all too easy to reveal more 
information than appropriate in a relaxed online chat. Consider how your online posts would be viewed by patients or 
colleagues – a careless or impetuous post could adversely impact your reputation and/or your practice. 

Photos 
Keep in mind that images you place on your Facebook page could be viewed by current and prospective patients. 
Remember to maintain a professional demeanor – images depicting a “fun time” could be potentially embarrassing if seen 
by your patients or the public and could come back to haunt you. 

Hot Topics 
Although fear of how a patient may react shouldn't keep you from exercising your right to express yourself, be aware of 
the potential impact of how you communicate your opinions. If you discuss controversial topics on Facebook, you may be 
forced to spend time defending your positions and could possibly lose patients who have opposing viewpoints. 

Personal Information 
Two in five Facebook profiles reveal information that can be used to set up bank accounts, so identity theft can be a real 
possibility.* Ideally, you should limit the amount of personal information on your page as well as who can view it. 

Clinical Content 
Of course, it's best not to discuss patients on these sites at all. However, if you include clinical matters on the site, make 
sure to edit out all patient information to prevent a breach in patient confidentiality and a HIPAA violation. Otherwise, 
you could be setting yourself up for a lawsuit and/or a hefty fine. 

Questions from Patients 
Patients who are your Facebook "friends" may expect to be able to ask you treatment questions online. Due to the casual 
nature of this communication, some doctors may hastily answer these questions without considering they are offering 
medical advice. Ask the patient to make an appointment or, if an emergency, to call 911. Ideally, it should be your policy 
not to conduct business on a social networking site. 

One Final Caveat 
If there is a chance you could become or are involved in malpractice litigation, don't talk about it on a social networking 
site or anywhere else. Once information is placed online, it's virtually impossible to retract the article, story, photo or 
commentary. And your Facebook page could be used against you in any litigation. 

* Nugent H, Dean J. Millions of Facebook users 'leave themselves open to identity theft' TIMESONLINE. August 14, 2007.  
 
Information provided is offered solely for general information and educational purposes. It is not offered as, nor does it represent, legal advice. Neither 
does this article constitute a guideline, practice parameter or standard of care. You should not act or rely upon this information without seeking the advice 
of an attorney.                     
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