Using social media-guidelines to students

Keele University School of Medicine

These guidelines have been drawn up by Oliver Devine, student BMA representative and Dr Carol Gray, Director of Student Support.

There has been a lot of interest in this area recently and we know that social media have pluses and minuses. They are a great way to communicate with friends and colleagues and allow knowledge and debate to spread freely. However, there are pitfalls you may not have considered and we hope the following suggestions allow you to use them without serious consequences. As you will realise, they involve your personal safety and also advice on how to avoid appearing unprofessional.

We strongly suggest that you ensure your social network sites are set to maximum privacy.  Our main reason for this is your safety. We know of students who have been harassed by text, on social networks or on messaging services by colleagues or others. You also will want to avoid anyone posing as yourself on your site as you will still be responsible for their postings

Unfortunately patients or relatives are not always happy with their treatment, and may contact individuals this way if they can .Turning off the “search” facility might help here. 

Related to this, we suggest that you are careful about who you accept as a “friend” as they will be able to see everything.

Be careful about what you post. Any pictures or text that you put on the Internet are there permanently. Certain pictures might seem a good idea now, less so when you are older and want to be accepted as a serious professional. Be careful what you write. A throwaway “tweet” or a posting on a forum when you are annoyed may seem reasonable. However, if taken out of context or if inaccurate, there is the possibility of libel or other defamation charges.   Journalists, senior doctors and the GMC also see these things! Even if what you write is apparently true, you may not know the whole story.

Writing about patients is rarely risk free. Of course you do not use names, but it can be easy to piece an identity together even so. Blogs that talk about the cases you see are a good example.

If you want to know more there are 2 useful documents to consult http://www.bma.org.uk/press_centre/video_social_media/socialmediaguidance2011.jsp and http://ama.com.au/socialmedia
In summary

Guard your privacy-for your safety

Don’t post anything you would not want a patient/boss/ the media to see

Be obsessive about confidentiality. 

If you do have a problem, student support is happy to advise you

