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Introduction
The term social media usually refers to Internet tool that allows 

communication between individuals, and enables them to share 
information, opinion, photos, videos, and other content.1 There are 
various kinds of social media platforms such as blogs like Tumbler 
and Blogger, social networks similar to Facebook, Twitter, MySpace 
and Google, professional networks such as LinkedIn, media sharing 
as YouTube and Flickr, collaborative projects like Wikipedia, and 
virtual gaming or social worlds as Second Life and Human Sim.4-6 The 
collaborative environment to which social media belongs represents 
a shift in technology and functionality from ‘Web 1.0’, in which 
static online content and applications were created and published by 
individuals, to ‘Web 2.0’, in which there is continuous modification 
and participation by all users.7 Different social media attract different 
age groups, for example, blogging has become less popular among 
teens and young adults since 2006 and more popular within older 
adults.8,9 Similarly, there are differences in social media use depending 
on gender, race/ethnicity, education, and income characteristics.10 
Social media, offering a public reservoir of information, may serve as 
a source of patient information to aid clinical care.2 It is clear, though, 
that in addition to seeking out traditional sources of healthcare 

information, patients are increasingly active online.11 In 2011, 
looking for healthcare information was the third most common online 
activity,12 and in September 2012, 72% of adult internet users sought 
support and medical information online.13 In 2012, 67% of internet 
users were using social media for any purpose14 and 26% were using 
it for health issues.13 By transcending geographical boundaries, social 
media has facilitated extension of clinical care to distant patients.2 

Telemedicine, broadly defined as using telecommunication for 
patient care, has been around since the 1960s but has only recently 
experienced rapid growth thanks to new technologies.15 Patients are 
increasingly active online, and they are frequent social media users 
for health purposes. In 2015, it has been estimated that 62 % of the 
entire adult population of the USA uses Internet and 72% of adult 
Internet users use Facebook;16 a previous survey by Pew Internet & 
American Life Project reported that 72% of U.S. adults looked online 
for health information.17 Physicians are also using Facebook pages, 
Twitter accounts, and blogs in hopes to grow their practice and earn 
patient referrals.18 In addition, patients can now rate their physicians 
on any of a multitude of physician rating sites, enabling patients to 
enter reviews and ratings of their physicians, freely available for 
anyone to see. Most sites provide some basic information about the 
physician, such as years in practice and contact information, with some 
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Abstract

The term social media usually refers to Internet tool that allows communication between 
individuals, and enables them to share information, opinion, photos, videos, and other 
content .1 Social media, offering a public reservoir of information, may serve as a source 
of patient information to aid clinical care.2 Patients are increasingly active online, and 
they are frequent social media users for health purposes. In Saudi Arabia, social media 
and technology is increasingly popular, mostly due to the low average age of the country’s 
population.3 The aim of this study is to assess the use of social media of Saudi population, 
and to assess which social media platform are used more often. In addition to the use of 
social media as source of information that are related to dentistry in Saudi Arabia with the 
associated factors. 

Material and method: The study used an Internet-based Arabic language questionnaire, 
with participants self-recruited by snowball sampling via social media networking sites. 
Our study was aimed at all residence in Saudi Arabia above 18 years of age who could be 
accessed through social networking sites. 

Results: A total of 1030 responses were received, where females constituted 80.5% (860) 
of the total respondent. The age range of the majority of the survey respondent’s was 
from 29-39 years old (39.9%), followed by 34.3% at the age range of 18-28 years, 17.2% 
were at the age range of 40-50 years and the least were above 50 years of age represented 
with 8.6%. Around ninety eight percent of the respondents reported that they are using or 
browsing social media websites and 92.2% reported that they have personal accounts on 
the social media. About fifty eight percent of the respondents reported that they search on 
social media if they faced any dental issue, and 68.6% of them stated that they usually find 
the information they were looking for. 

Conclusion: Social media is bringing a new dimension to the health care area by offering a 
medium to be used by patients, and health care professionals. These networks are bringing 
health information to many more people than ever before. And they are widening access 
to those who may not easily access health information via traditional methods, such as 
younger people, minorities, and lower socioeconomic groups. 
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also including training. In a US study, 37% had consulted physician 
rating sites when gathering information about a specific provider.19 
Advocates of the use of social media in healthcare suggest that 
these tools allow for personalization, presentation and participation-
three key elements that make them highly effective.19,20 The content 
can be tailored to the priorities of the users; the versatility of the 
different platforms creates numerous options for the presentation of 
information, and the collaborative nature of social media allows for a 
meaningful contribution from all user groups. The idea of a synergistic 
relationship between social media users is one of the main perceived 
advantages of using these platforms.21 However, criticisms of the 
use of social media in healthcare have also arisen. The availability 
of misinformation is a risk, as healthcare providers are unable to 
control the content that is posted or discussed.22-24 Inappropriate 
substitution of online information or advice for in-person visits to a 
healthcare provider can also potentially lead to harmful results, and 
this has been cited as a limitation of the use of social media and of the 
internet generally.22-25 Negative uses of social media have also been 
highlighted in the context of professionalism and confidentiality,26 In 
Saudi Arabia, social media and technology is increasingly popular, 
mostly due to the low average age of the country’s population.3 
The aim of this study is to assess the use of social media of Saudi 
population, and to assess which social media platform are used more 
often. In addition to the use of social media as source of information 
that are related to dentistry in Saudi Arabia with the associated factors.

Materials and methods
The study used an Internet-based Arabic language questionnaire, 

with participants self-recruited by snowball sampling via social media 
networking sites. Our study was aimed at all residence in Saudi Arabia 
above 18 years of age who could be accessed through social networking 
sites. A draft questionnaire was constructed in English and translated 
into the native language (Arabic). Face validity was established as 
both English and Arabic versions of the questionnaire were checked 
several times to evaluate whether the questions effectively capture 
the topic under investigation by an expert, in addition the survey 
was checked for common errors like double-barreled, confusing, and 
leading questions by a psychmetrician. Then a pilot testing was done 
on 60 participants, accordingly, the questionnaire was uploaded into a 
professional online survey (Google forms). The link to complete the 
questionnaire online was made available through the most popular 
social networking sites in Saudi Arabia: Twitter, Snap chat, Instagram 
and Facebook. Information about the survey and the confidentiality of 
responses was made clear in the covering letter. All the participants 
were requested to forward the link to their friends and families to 
recruit as many participants as possible. The responses collected 
were retrieved from the online survey software for data analysis after 
the closing date of the survey (November 2017). The received data 
was analyzed by employing descriptive statistics, including response 
frequencies and %ages.

Results
A total of 1030 response was received, where females constituted 

80.5% (860) of the total respondent. The majority of the survey 
respondent’s ages ranged from 29-39 years old (39.9%), followed by 
34.3% at the age range of 18-28 years, 17.2% were at the age range of 
40-50 years and the least were above 50 years of age represented with 
8.6%. About Sixty four percent of the respondents were bachelor degree 
holder, followed by 19.7% with high school degree or less, 15.3% are 
masters or PHD holders and less than one percent did not obtained 

any level of education. The occupational status of the participants is 
presented on Table 1. Monthly income rate was divided into groups 
starting from less than two thousand Saudi riyals and up to more than 
fifteen thousand Saudi riyals as presented in Figure 1. Most of the 
participants are living in the main cities of Saudi Arabia (95.1%), with 
a majority of cluster in the central region (65.6%), followed by western 
region (14.9%), southern region (9.3%), (6.2%) of the participants 
were living in the eastern region and the least number of respondent 
were living in the northern region (4.1%). Around ninety eight 
percent of the respondents reported that they are using or browsing 
social media websites and 92.2% of them have personal accounts on 
the social media. The most frequently used device for social media 
browsing was mobile phone and 79% of the users reported having 
internet access within their devices. When the participants were asked 
about which social media applications they are usually browsing, they 
were given the chance to choose more than one option and the results 
are shown in Figure 2. Around seventy percent of the respondents 
reported that they are interested in obtaining information related to 
dentistry through social media. 31.9% reported that they did choose 
a dentist to visit through social media; in addition 70.2% reported 
that they were satisfied after their visit in comparison to what they 
see on the dentist’s social media account. To explore more in which 
factors usually has higher impact on dentists’ social media accounts, 
several factors were included in the survey and participants were able 
to choose more than factor as presented in Figure 3. About fifty eight 
percent of the respondents reported that they search on social media if 
they faced any dental issue, and 68.6% of them stated that they usually 
find the information they were looking for. The rate of participants’ 
average use of social media applications to gain information related 
to dentistry is presented in Figure 4, and the number of dental social 
media accounts they are following is presented in Figure 5. Deferent 
social media applications were listed in the survey, and participants 
were asked which of them in their personal opinion has/have the 
highest impact on his/her dental knowledge, more than one option 
could be selected in this section as presented in Figure 6. Around 
seventy two percent of the respondents believe that social media is an 
effective tool to gain information related to dentistry. 

Table 1 Occupational status of participants

Occupational Status Male Female Total 

Employee 120 367 487 (46.8%) 

Student 35 200 235 (22.8%) 

No occupation 16 299 315 (30.4%) 

Figure 1 Monthly income rate in SAR. 
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Figure 2 Social media applications used. 

Figure 3 Impacting factors on dentists’ social media accounts. 

Figure 4 Average social media used to gain dental information. 
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Figure 5 Number of dental social media accounts followed. 

Figure 6 Social media applications impact on dental knowledge. 

Discussion
As of January 2017, approximately half the world population has 

access to the internet, while the number of worldwide social media 
users is expected to exceed 2 billion in 2016.27 Although North America 
is the leading region in terms of internet penetration, the Middle East 
is also increasingly connected, with an internet penetration above the 
world average - 60% of the total population.28 This increase in access 
to internet services is largely supported by increasing access to mobile 
devices and decreasing costs of internet packages. In Saudi Arabia, 
social media and technology is increasingly popular, mostly due to the 
low average age of the country’s population.3 The internet penetration 
of Saudi population have been reported to be 64% with more than 
ten million active social media accounts (35%) in 2016.29 These 
numbers were clearly represented in the current study, where 98.8% 
of the respondents reported that they are using or browsing social 
media platforms and 92.2% of them reported that they have personal 
accounts on social media. Seventy nine percent of the respondents 
have access to the internet on their mobile phones, and mobile phones 

were the most frequently used device to access social media platforms. 
In regards to the social media platforms mostly used in Saudi Arabia, 
Snapchat was almost non-existent in the statistics in 2015, but it has 
made a major grow in 2016 where it grabs 13% of the social media 
users with around 4.1million active users.29 And it has been reported 
as the most frequently used application in our study, followed by 
Instagram, Twitter, YouTube and Facebook respectively. About 
seventy percent of the respondents reported that they are interested 
in receiving information related to dentistry through social media 
and this interest rate was almost constant between different regions 
of Saudi Arabia, female respondents were more interested where 
72.1% of the total respondents answered with “yes” in comparison 
to 65% of male respondents. When age was the comparison factor, 
younger age group (18-28 years) was the most interested group with 
75%. Rate of interest has an inverse relationship with age groups 
where it reaches 63% at the age range of 40 to 50 years, and 65% 
with the oldest age group (more than 50 years). The high interest rate 
repotted with the youngest age groups could be a reflection of their 
high interest and involvement in new technologies and usually they 
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are more active in social media. The monthly income rate has no 
impact on the participants’ interest of receiving information related 
to dentistry through social media, since the interest reported from all 
the groups was higher than 60%. Although the highest interest was 
associated with the lowest monthly income group (75.6%). Although 
I was not expecting the high interest rate with the lowest monthly 
income group due to the fact that subscription fees for internet bundles 
in Saudi Arabia is relatively high in comparison to other countries, 
one of the reasons that could explain this result is that because they 
might browse the internet more often searching for information and 
recommendations about preventive methods or looking for the least 
expensive treatment modalities that could be suitable for them before 
they visit a dental office for consultation to save the consultation fees 
which is considerably high in the private sector if they does not have 
accessibility to governmental dental clinics. Thirty two percent of the 
total respondents (86.5% of them were females) had actually decided 
to visit a specific dentist based on social media, after their visit 70.2% 
reported that they were satisfied with their experience in comparison 
to what the dentist posts on social media. This high impact on females’ 
decision rather than males reflect the high aesthetic demand usually 
females have. Forty eight percent of the respondents living in rural 
areas did choose their dentists through social media in comparison 
to 31% who live in major cities. That could be contributed to many 
factors, such as that in major cities people might choose their dentist 
based on friends or community recommendations, referrals, location, 
or have a specialized dental office that they visited and trusted in their 
area. In contrast to these factors, rural areas usually does not have 
specialized dental offices. People from these areas usually arrange 
their dental visits in the city, so they most probably search the web to 
find the best dentist for their case and make their decision based on that. 
The results where reassuring when the participants were asked about 
their personal opinion in which factors have the major effect on dental 
social media accounts, since the number of followers scored the least. 
The highest ranked factor was the dentist’s qualifications followed 
by before and after pictures of treated cases then positive comments 
or recommendations from the followers. These results reflect the 
awareness of the society about the importance of professional 
qualifications rather than commercial accounts that can manipulate 
the actual number of followers to give an unrealistic impression of 
popularity. About fifty eight percent of the respondents reported that 
they do search the social media if they ever faced any dental issue, 
and 68.6% of them reported that they usually find the information 
they searched for. And again females were the majority with positive 
responses (62%) in comparison to males (46.5%). These results validate 
the effectiveness of social media in relation to dentistry. Only 19.4% 
of participants reported that they shared their personal experience on 
social media, whether it was related to treatment modality or with a 
specific dentist. Encouragement and motivation to the society to share 
their experience and opinion helps in spreading the knowledge. About 
half of the participants (42.5%) reported that they don’t follow any 
dental accounts on social media, and 40.3% are following one to five 
dental accounts. These results have enlightened the need to encourage 
the dental professionals to invest more time and effort in making their 
social media accounts more attractive and interactive. The need to 
have a specialized dental websites is represented when most of the 
participants (48.4%) believed that it is the most effective method to 
gain information related to dentistry. This result showed that people 
does not depend solely on social media as a source of information, 
and we see the effectiveness of professional dental websites since the 
interest between social media platform is changing rapidly in short 
periods of time and new platforms could be introduced in the coming 

years. Professional websites are timeless and more trust worthy. This 
result was in contrast to a previous study conducted in North America 
in 2011, where they stated that “social media, with its ability to target 
individual patients with information tailored to their unique interests, 
may eventually surpass the standard website (which is far more static) 
as the preferred method of marketing. This seems likely in much the 
same way that practice websites were not as powerful or prevalent 10 
years ago as they are today”.18

Conclusion
Social media is bringing a new dimension to the health care 

area by offering a medium to be used by patients, and health care 
professionals. These networks are bringing health information to 
many more people than ever before. And they are broadening the 
access to those who may not easily retrieve health information via 
traditional methods, such as younger people, minorities, and lower 
socioeconomic groups. Clearly, more research is needed on the 
potential use and outcomes of social media applications in dental 
knowledge. Nevertheless, the use of social media is rapidly growing, 
and there may be good opportunities for dental knowledge awareness. 
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