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Abstract:

Background: Anterior Cruciate Ligament (ACL) tears are common in young athletes who rely on social media as a
primary source of information. Evaluation of the information being shared across social media sites about pediatric
ACL injuries has yet to be investigated. The purpose of this study was to investigate the content related to pediatric
ACL tears across various social media platforms including Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, and TikTok.

Methods: The search terms “pediatric ACL,” “pediatric ACL tear,” and “ACL recovery” were used to identify relevant
groups and postings. Each of these search terms was entered into each platform to find content with the highest number
of followers, views, and/or posts. This content was then analyzed and categorized based on common themes of focus.

Results: Across four identified Facebook groups, there were over 13,000 members collectively with 950 posts shared
from May 12, 2021, to June 12, 2021. Posts were shared by caregivers of adolescents searching for a community of
support from those who have undergone similar injuries and treatments. Related Instagram hashtags revealed 1.5
million posts centered mainly on athletes returning to play after sustaining ACL injuries. The top two Instagram pages
together had more than 42,600 followers focused on successful recovery anecdotes. The top five YouTube videos total
523,000 views and share educational content, surgical techniques, and patient stories. The top four TikTok hashtags
have over 64 million total views with videos about personal experiences before and after ACL surgery.

Conclusion: Our findings revealed widespread sharing of anecdotal experiences after ACL injury. The advice shared
may be valuable from a community support perspective. The relatively limited physician presence and monitoring of
these social media sites may compromise the quality of medical information. Providers caring for pediatric athletes
may benefit from increased knowledge about social media resources widely used by young athletes. Physicians may
consider novel approaches to monitoring these sites and offering higher-quality information to patients and families to
support better decision-making.
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Level of Evidence: Level IV: Case series (no historical or control group)

Key Concepts:

» Anterior Cruciate Ligament (ACL) tears are common in young athletes who rely on social media as a primary

source of information.

» Patients are turning to resources such as Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok to find a community of

support, ask for second opinions, receive advice, and discover medical information.

» Physicians may consider involvement on social media platforms to provide accurate medical information from an

educational standpoint and support patients and their caregivers in making informed decisions.

Introduction

In the last decade, the internet and social media have
gained significant influence on the population and
have begun to change the way people access and
validate information; this also applies to how people
are accessing medical information.!3 Not only have
patients and caregivers increased their usage of online
resources to access medical information, but they have
also considerably increased their confidence in the
information they find online.*

Healthcare providers must now be aware that their
patients are turning to resources such as Facebook,
YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok to find a community
of support, ask for second opinions, receive advice, and
discover medical information. As with many forms of
technology, the use of social media to access medical
information can be a benefit or a hindrance. Much of
the information being accessed through these sources

is created and distributed by patients and their families
based on personal experiences, often with no physician
oversight. Crowdsourcing, or gaining information and
ideas from large groups of people often through internet
resources, has become an increasingly common way for
patients to utilize social media platforms to seek medical
advice.’

There is no shortage of information shared online about
sports, related injuries, and treatments. This includes
content on pediatric ACL cases with advice generally
shared based on a user’s personal experiences with an
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injury and subsequent recovery. A study published in
2017 found that 93.4% of the Instagram posts with the
hashtag #aclsurgery posted over a 6-month period were
postoperative photos documenting a personal recovery
story.® When shared appropriately and reviewed by
certified medical professionals involved in the treatment
of pediatric ACL injury, this information has the potential
to be extremely valuable to the public. However, as

the accuracy of medical information shared online is
usually not reviewed by a physician, this can lead to
misinformation about options for care. This emphasizes
the need for providers to be aware of this content across
online platforms to best advise their patients who may
be accessing these sources. These platforms may be

a valuable resource for physicians to monitor trends

and patient/family concerns about conditions and help
improve patient-centered decision-making skills.

Patients and their families increasingly rely on alternative
sources from the internet to gain access to medical
information because of social media accessibility. The
purpose of this study is to better understand who is
sharing pediatric ACL content as well as the amount of
content related to pediatric ACL injuries across social
media platforms.

Materials and Methods

The social media platforms Facebook, Instagram,
YouTube, and TikTok were searched using the terms
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“Pediatric ACL,” “Pediatric ACL Tear,” and “ACL
Recovery.” The search terms were chosen with the intent
to be as broad as possible to query platforms for related
content.

The top four Facebook groups with the highest number
of followers as of June 12, 2021, were recorded, and

the number of posts for these groups was recorded for
the time between May 12 to June 12, 2021. The top five
Instagram hashtags with the most posts and the top two
Instagram accounts with the most followers as of June
12, 2021, were recorded. The top four TikTok hashtags
with the highest number of views were recorded on
June 19, 2021, and the top five YouTube videos with the
most views were recorded on June 22, 2021. Different
numbers of each category and each platform were
reviewed based on how many posts, views, or followers
they had. For Facebook groups, groups with over 500
members were reviewed. The top two Instagram accounts
each had over 20,000 followers and were the only
accounts looking at community outreach and support.
The next largest Instagram accounts were personal
accounts with significantly fewer followers.

Content across all platforms was analyzed quantitatively
to identify the reach of related content that was shared

by recording view count and number of followers for
groups/pages of interest. Additionally, shared content was
also classified into thematic categories to study focused
areas of interest and discussion surrounding pediatric
ACL injury.

Results

The Facebook search of the term “Pediatric ACL”
revealed four prominent groups with content relating to
ACL tears. These groups collectively have over 13,000
members and 950 posts. The groups were primarily run
by caregivers who use the platform to find a community
of support from others who have been through similar
injuries or treatments. Many of the posts shared by the
caregivers were referencing their own experiences and
opinions to answer other caregivers’ questions about
treatment options or second opinions. All of the top four
groups were private, and none of them have an active
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physician presence in the group. This was determined by
searching the members for Dr., M.D., or D.O. mentioned
in their name, bio, or profile. The most active group, “I
survived ACL surgery” had 6,200 members as of June
12,2021, and had 461 new postings in the 1-month
period between May 12, 2021, and June 12, 2021.

The top five Instagram hashtags were #ACL,
#aclrecovery, #aclsurgery, #aclrehab, and #tornacl
(Figure 1). Hashtags on Instagram are used to categorize
posts of similar content. Since Instagram went online

in 2010, these hashtags have accumulated a collective
1.5 million posts that focus on athletes returning to

play after an ACL injury. When compared to clubfoot,
another relatively common childhood condition, the top
Instagram hashtag #ACL had 930,915 posts and the top
clubfoot hashtag #clubfoot had 59,400+ posts when it
was observed on April 15, 2021.7 The top two Instagram
accounts focused on Pediatric ACL injuries were @
theaclclub and @acl recovery club, with 21,800 and
20,800 followers, respectively.

The five YouTube videos with the most views totaled
over 523,000 views over the past 4 to 9 years that the
videos have been posted, and focused on educational
content, surgical techniques, and sharing patient stories
(Figure 2). Three of the top five videos were posted by
Boston Children’s Hospital and all five videos had an
individual physician’s or hospital’s input.

The top four TikTok hashtags totaled over 64 million
views since TikTok’s release in 2016 and focused on a
patient’s condition pre- and post-surgery. These hashtags
were #aclsurgery with 30.8 million views, #aclrecovery
with 13.8 million views, #acltear with 12 million views,
and #aclrehab with 4.4 million views.

It is important to note that not all of the findings in these
searches were explicitly pediatric based. However, the
primarily young follower base of Instagram, YouTube,
and TikTok gave way to a high yield of pediatric postings
and ACL injury cases. On Facebook, the community
support groups were generally parents or caregivers of
children who were dealing with an ACL injury.
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Platform Hashtag Number of Posts on 6/20/21
Instagram #ACL 930,915
#aclrecovery 267,909
#aclsurgery 134,822
#aclrehab 122,218
#tornacl 42,402
Platform Hashtag Number of Views on 6/19/21
TikTok #aclsurgery 30.8 million
#aclrecovery 13.8 million
#acltear 12 million
#aclrehab 4.4 million
Figure 1. Top ACL-related hashtags on Instagram and TikTok.
Name of YouTube Video Views on 6/22/21
ACL injury - Stephanie's story - Boston Children's Hospital 203k
ACL injury treatment at Boston Children's Hospital 179k
ACL injuries | Q&A with Dr. Jay Lee 83k

Surgical Reduction and Fixation of Tibial Spine Fractures in Children 30k
Overcoming an ACL Injury - Olympic Bound Slopestyle Skier 28k

Figure 2. Related YouTube videos with highest views.

Discussion

This work demonstrates that patients/families use

social media platforms for interaction about ACL

injury. Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok did not have a
substantial physician presence to oversee or check the
accuracy of the medical information being provided. On
Facebook, where the groups primarily focused on finding
a support community, the majority of the followers

and actively posting participants were caregivers of
children and young adults with an ACL injury.® They
gave recommendations and advice for treatment options
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based on their own experiences and opinions. This

is concerning for the reliability and validity of the
information being dispersed. YouTube was the only
source analyzed where physicians were actively involved
in the output and distribution of medical information.
Our findings follow the trends found by similar studies
looking at the social media presence of different medical
conditions. Clubfoot, for example, which is the most
common congenital foot defect in children, has seen

a large growth in the use of social media as an avenue

for caregivers to receive advice from their peers.’
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Involvement has been climbing and more people have
high levels of confidence in the accuracy of the medical

information they find through social media sources.*

The involvement of the caregivers as the main source

of involvement and postings on the social media
platforms also raises unique ethical and privacy concerns.
Crowdsourcing, or obtaining input from large numbers

of people, in the case of social media sites, raises the
possible issues of privacy and consent for the personal
health information being shared and then distributed on
the internet. When the caregiver is posting about a minor’s
health condition, additional issues of consent can arise.'?
Another problem that has been explored is the negative
impact that misinformation can have on patients receiving
appropriate and timely treatment. In a full-text analysis

of 57 articles on misinformation in medicine, researchers
from the United Kingdom and Italy found an increasing
trend in medical misinformation between 2012 and 2018
and identified social media as a major propagator.'!

For a physician, providing medical advice on specific
cases through these social media platforms may not be
viable. The nature of medical conditions, including ACL
injuries, are often complex, with multiple factors. While
individualized advice is impossible through social media
channels, it may be more plausible for physicians to
develop an online presence in these groups. This could
include the presentation of higher-quality information

as well as links to higher-quality sources of information.
Additionally, patients could be encouraged to develop a
high-quality, evidence-based treatment plan with their
physician-specific to their injury.

Limitations

This research is subject to several limitations. The first
being that Twitter (which has 186 million daily active
users—38 million of which are in the United States) was
not examined in this paper because it did not lend itself
as cleanly to the simple quantitative analysis performed
on the other platforms.'? The simple form of quantitative
analysis used in our study does not provide sophisticated
results compared to other social media study methods

Copyright © 2022 JPOSNA®

such as sentiment analysis.!31® Using sentiment

analysis could have provided a deeper insight into the
content of the social media posts that were examined.
Another limitation concerns the way credentials such

as Dr., M.D., and D.O. in the names, bios, or profiles of
personal social media accounts were analyzed. Surely,
not all medical professionals include their credentials on
social media. For the purposes of this study, use of these
credentials was used as a proxy for physician presence in
a social media group. If they did not list their credentials,
we assumed they were not acting as a physician on the
platform.

Summary

The communities formed and information shared on

the social media platforms of Facebook, Instagram,
YouTube, and TikTok function to provide support
amongst patients and their caregivers dealing with
pediatric ACL injuries. These support communities
mainly share information and advice based on personal
experiences, but there may be a limited amount of
physician oversight and review of the quality and
validity of the medical information being provided. The
information posted on social media platforms may be
valuable when functioning as emotional support to other
people dealing with similar issues. Physicians caring for
patients with Pediatric ACL injuries should be aware of
the information coming from the social media platforms
that are extensively used by this population. Physicians
may consider involvement on these platforms to provide
accurate medical information from an educational
standpoint and support patients and their caregivers in
making informed decisions.
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