
Original Article | Dermatol Pract Concept. 2024;14(3):e2024156	 1

Influence of Social Media and Internet 
on Treatment Decisions in Adult Female Acne 

Patients: A Cross-Sectional Survey Study
Sümeyre Seda Ertekin1, Nazmiye Selin Salici1, Vildan Manav Bas2, Müge Göre Karali3,  

Ecem Zeliha Ergün4, Elif Bal Avcı5, Ebru Sarıkaya Tellal2, Esma Inan Yüksel6, 
Günel Rasulova1, Duygu Erdil2

1 Department of Dermatology, Koç University School of Medicine, Istanbul, Turkey

2 Department of Dermatology, Istanbul Training and Research Hospital, Health Science University, Istanbul, Turkey

3 Dermatology Clinic, Irmet Hospital, Tekirdağ, Turkey

4 Dermatology Clinic, Kadıköy Florence Nightingale Hospital, Istanbul, Turkey

5 Dermatology Clinic, Bayburt State Hospital, Bayburt, Turkey

6 Department of Dermatology, Biruni University, School of Medicine, Istanbul, Turkey

Key words: acne vulgaris, social media, treatment, Internet, dermatology

Citation: Ertekin SS, Salici NS, Manav Bas V, et al. Influence of Social Media and Internet on Treatment Decisions in Adult Female Acne 
Patients: A Cross-Sectional Survey Study. Dermatol Pract Concept. 2024;14(3):e2024156. DOI: https://doi.org/10.5826/dpc.1403a156

Accepted: April 23, 2024; Published: July 2024

Copyright: ©2024 Ertekin et al. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial License (BY-NC-4.0), https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/, which permits unrestricted noncommercial use, 
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original authors and source are credited.

Funding: None.

Competing Interests: None.

Authorship: All authors have contributed significantly to this publication.

Corresponding Author: Sumeyre Seda Ertekin, MD, MSc, Department of Dermatology, Koç University Hospital, Davutpaşa cd. No:4, 
Topkapı 34010, Zeytinburnu/Istanbul, Turkey. Tel.: 0090 0850 250 82 50 Email: drsumeyreertekin@gmail.com

Introduction: Adult female acne is a chronic condition that significantly impacts quality of life. The 
content on social media can influence patients perception of their disease and serve as a channel 
through which they may seek or obtain treatment options.

Objectives: This study aims to evaluate the impact of social media usage habits on treatment decisions 
among adult female acne patients.

Methods: A cross-sectional, multicenter survey study involved 358 females aged 25 or above, diag-
nosed with acne. Sociodemographic data were collected, and social media behavior, treatment choices, 
outcomes, and motivation were explored.

Results: Among 358 participants, 95.3% used at least 1 social media platform; 72.1% sought acne 
information online. Top platforms used to seek acne information were Google (75.6%), Instagram 
(72.3%), YouTube (60%), and TikTok (29.4%). For advice, 67.4% consulted doctor accounts, 53.5% 
non-medical influencers, 53.5% patient accounts, and 36.1% product promotion accounts. Commonly 
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Introduction

Acne vulgaris is a chronic multifactorial disease of the pi-

losebaceous follicle. It has typically been regarded as an 

adolescent condition; however, recent data show that a 

substantial number of adults aged over 25 years are also 

affected, particularly women. The estimated prevalence of 

adult female acne demonstrates regional and ethnic vari-

ability, ranging from 12% to 41% [1-3]. Acne impairs the 

quality of life among those individuals, and it negatively 

impacts self-perceptions, emotional well-being, and social 

functioning [4,5].

In the last two decades, the internet and social media 

have become integral parts of our lives, bringing about revo-

lutionary changes in social communication and the exchange 

of information. The trend of seeking medical information 

online has been on the rise, with 75% of Internet users 

now using search engines or social media to access health-

related information [6]. People use the internet not only for  

self-diagnosing their conditions, obtaining information 

about specific ailments, and exploring alternative therapies 

but also to connect with individuals who share similar health 

experiences and provide social support [6]. This shift reflects 

the evolving landscape of patient empowerment, where indi-

viduals actively engage in their health decisions.

A series of recent studies have investigated social me-

dia use among acne patients and assessed the practice of 

self-medication and/or intervention to treat acne. A study 

conducted by Aslan Kayıran et al concluded that 71% of 

patients use social media to make inquiries about acne vul-

garis [7]. Some other studies found that 42% to 55% of acne 

patients consulted social media on the choice of treatment 

[8-10]. The internet and social media, while holding enor-

mous potential for the dissemination of evidence-based in-

formation and disease prevention, also pose significant risks, 

notably in the form of the dissemination of misleading and 

potentially hazardous content. The unregulated nature of 

online content can potentially expose individuals to misin-

formation, rendering them susceptible to making errone-

ous health-related decisions [11]. For instance, Borba et al 

conducted a cross-sectional study that assessed the quality 

and accuracy of acne-related videos on YouTube. Their find-

ings indicated that viewers were consistently exposed to 

markedly inaccurate and low-quality information [12]. Sim-

ilarly, Yousaf et al study found that 69% of patients who 

sought acne treatment advice on social media made changes 

not fully aligned with the American Academy of Dermatol-

ogy acne management guidelines [10].

Objectives

The literature suggests that social media has a significant 

impact on acne management. However, no study has specif-

ically focused on the social media behavior of adult female 

acne patients. This particular target group may introduce 

potentially different dynamics, given their distinct genera-

tional background compared to teenagers. The objective of 

this study is to explore social media usage among adult fe-

male acne patients and to evaluate their treatment choices 

and outcomes.

Methods

Survey Methods and Procedure

The study was approved by the Koç University Institutional 

Review Board (IRB no: 2023.082.IRB1.030). It included fe-

male acne patients aged over 25 years who presented at vari-

ous dermatology outpatient clinics in Turkey between March 

2023 and May 2023.

Survey questions were prepared by the researchers 

who planned the study. A 2-page questionnaire was hand-

delivered to ambulatory adult female acne patients. The 

patients were asked to complete the questionnaire, which 

consisted of 14 items, including age, duration of acne,  

patient-reported acne severity, daily social media usage, 

platforms consulted, treatment and/or lifestyle changes 

based on social media, and patient-perceived improve-

ment from social media suggestions. The questionnaire 

was anonymous, and patients were expected to complete it 

without any time limitations.

followed advice included skincare products (88%), dietary changes (42.3%), home remedies (38.8%), 
exercise (30.3%), topical medications (25.2%), and dietary supplements (17.4%). Notably, 20.9% 
were willing to alter prescribed treatment by their physician for acne based on social media advice. Pa-
tient motivations included quick information access (84.1%) and difficulty in securing dermatologist 
appointments (54.3%).

Conclusions: The study reveals widespread social media use among adult female acne patients, high-
lighting concerns about potentially misleading information. Dermatologists can enhance the impact of 
social media by providing reliable sources for patients.
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Statistical Analysis

The sample sizes Statistical analyses were performed with 

IBM SPSS Statistics version 24.0 (SPSS Inc.). Data for qual-

itative variables were presented as a number (percentage), 

and data for quantitative variables as mean ± standard de-

viation. The Pearson χ2 test or Fisher exact test was used to 

compare the qualitative variables. A P value <0.05 was taken 

as significant.

Results

Patients Characteristics and Social Media/Internet 
Usage to Seek Medical Information

A total of 358 women were included to the study, with a 

mean age of 29.98 ± 0.24 years. Among the participants, 

44.4% exhibited persistent or intermittent acne since 

adolescence, while 55.6% experienced its onset during 

adulthood. The average disease duration was 71.30 ± 3.86 

months. Notably, most respondents held a university degree 

or higher (65.4%). Regarding acne severity, 51.1% reported 

a moderate level, and 52.5% indicated that acne frequently 

or always had a negative impact on their self-esteem.

Physician consultation emerged as the primary choice 

for acne treatment among most patients (56.4%). Addi-

tionally, 77.7% of participants reported spending at least 

one hour daily on social media. A significant proportion 

(72.1%) sought medical information about acne vulgaris 

from social media and the Internet, with the prevalence 

being statistically significantly higher among those with an 

extended disease duration, more severe acne, frequent nega-

tive effects on self-esteem, and increased daily social media 

usage (Table 1).

Table 1. Patient Characteristics and Social Media/Internet Usage to Obtain Medical Information.

Variables

Social Media and 
Internet Consultation  
(total N = 258) N (%)

No Social Media and 
Internet Consultation 
(total N = 100) N (%) Total N (%) P-Value

Age, years (Mean ± SD) 30.04 ± 0.27 29.85 ± 0.52 29.98 ± 0.24 .184

Disease duration, months 
(Mean± SD)

75.95 ± 4.56 59.30 ± 6.96 71.30 ± 3.86 .004

Education level .736

  High school or lower 88 (71.0) 36 (29) 124 (34.5)

  University degree or higher 170 (72.6) 64 (27.4) 234 (65.4)

Patient-reported acne severity .003

  Mild 56 (59.6) 38 (40.4) 94 (26.3)

  Moderate 136 (74.3) 47 (25.7) 183 (51.1)

  Severe 66 (81.5) 15 (18.5) 81 (22.6)

Patient-reported negative impact 
of acne on self-esteem

.000

  No impact 24 (46.2) 28 (53.8) 52 (14.5)

  Occasionally  77 (65.3)  41 (34.7) 118 (33.0)

  Frequently 95 (85.6) 16 (14.4) 111 (31.0)

  Always  62 (80.5)  15 (19.5) 77 (21.5)

Average daily time spent  
on social media

.003

  None  8 (47.1) 9 (52.9) 17 (4.7)

  < 1 hours 39 (61.9) 24 (38.1) 63 (17.6)

  1-3 hours 103 (71.0) 42 (29.0) 145 (40.5)

  >3 hours 108 (81.2) 25 (18.8) 133 (37.2)

First source of choice  
to acne treatment

.000

  Internet/social media 76 (100) 0 (0) 76 (21.2)

  Family/friends 13 (43) 17 (57) 30 (8.4)

  Pharmacists 41 (82.0) 9 (18.0) 50 (14.0)

  Physician/Dermatologist 128 (63.4) 74 (36.6) 202 (56.4)
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media and the Internet regarding their acne treatment. This 

engagement underscores the influential role of digital plat-

forms in shaping the medical decision-making process for 

patients dealing with adult female acne.

The landscape of healthcare-seeking behaviors among 

dermatology patients is undergoing a transformative shift 

with the burgeoning prevalence of internet and social media 

use. In a recent questionnaire-based study, it was revealed 

that a substantial 82.4% of patients consulted the Internet 

Table 2. Details of Social Media Use Patterns 
and Treatment Modalities Followed Among  

Individuals With Adult Female Acne.

Parameters
N (%, out 

of 258)

Social media platforms used

Search engines (Google, Yandex, etc.) 195 (75.6)

İnstagram 188 (72.3)

YouTube 155 (60.0)

Tiktok 76 (29.4)

Personal blogs 58 (22.5)

Facebook 51 (19.8)

Snapchat  2 (0.8)

Source of choice for obtaining information

Medical doctor accounts/ webpages 174 (67.4)

  Social media influencers (non-medical) 138 (53.5)

  Patient groups/accounts on social media 138 (53.5)

 � Dermatological product retailers/
companies

93(36.1)

  Other 30 (11.6)

Subjects of inquiry concerning acne vulgaris  
on social media

  Acne scars/ marks 180 (69.8)

  Pore/ blackhead /comedones  177 (68.7)

  Oily skin  129 (50.0)

  Red/inflamed pimples  128 (49.6)

  Cysts and/or nodules  58 (22.5)

Change of acne after following the treatment 
recommendation on social media

  No change 83 (32.2)

  Minimal improvement 110 (42.6)

  Significant improvement 2 (0.8)

  Worsened 33 (12.8)

Did not follow any recommendations on 
social media

30 (11.6)

Have you ever changed a treatment prescribed by your 
doctor for acne based on recommendation obtained from 
the social media?

  Yes  54 (20.9)

  No  204 (79.1)

Social Media/ Internet Using Patterns  
and Its Impact on Treatment Choices

Respondents primarily accessed searching engines (Google, 

Yandex, etc) (75.6 %), İnstagram (72.3%) and YouTube 

(60%), followed by TikTok (29.4%), personal blogs/web-

sites (22.5%), Facebook (19.8%) and Snapchat (0.8%) when 

seeking information about acne (Table 2). When asked about 

their preferred source of choice on social media for obtaining 

information about acne, 67.4% followed recommendations 

from medical doctor accounts, 53.5% from non-medical so-

cial media influencers, 53.5% from patient groups/accounts 

and 36.1% from dermatological product retailers/companies.

Respondents most frequently made inquiries concerning 

acne scars/marks (69.8%) and pores/comedones (68.7%); 

followed by oily skin (50.0%), red and inflamed pimples 

(49.6%) and cysts and/or nodules (22.5%). Regarding tried 

acne treatments based on social media recommendations, 

cosmetic/skin-care products was reported by 88%, followed 

by dietary changes (42.3%), home remedies (38.8%), phys-

ical activity/exercises 30.3%, over-the-counter topical acne 

medications (25.2%), oral supplements (17.4%) and oral 

contraceptives (3.4%) (Figure 1). Only 30 patients (11.6%) 

reported that they have not followed any recommendations 

from social media regarding on their acne treatment. No-

tably, 42.6% of the participants noticed minimal improve-

ment in their acne after using recommendations from social 

media, while only 0.8% noticed a significant improvement 

(Table 2). A small portion of the respondent (20.1%) re-

ported changing a treatment prescribed by their doctor for 

acne based on recommendation obtained from social media.

Patients Motivations to Use Social Media/Internet 
for Seeking Information About Acne

In relation to the motivations of participants to utilize social 

media for acquiring information about acne, the predomi-

nant incentive was the quick and easy access to information 

(84.1%), followed by the challenge in securing appoint-

ments with dermatologists (54.3%), the persuasive impact of  

before-and-after photos posted on social media (44.2%), 

and considerations of affordability (29.5%).

Conclusions

The prevalence of acne vulgaris among adult females is a no-

table concern, affecting both quality of life and psychosocial 

well-being of individuals. With the increasing influence of 

the internet and social media, patients are turning to online 

platforms for health-related information. The present study 

reveals that a substantial portion of adult female acne pa-

tients (72.1%) actively seeks information about their con-

dition on social and on the Internet, and a further 88.4% 

of them followed at least one recommendation from social 
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media use among individuals with acne, where 67% of par-

ticipants reported using Google, 54% Instagram, and 49% 

YouTube for inquiries [7]. Gantenbain et al reached a similar 

conclusion, stating that, similar to non-dermatology patients, 

Google and YouTube were the two online platforms most 

commonly accessed by dermatology patients for medical in-

formation in general [11]. The prevalence of video content 

on YouTube and Instagram may contribute to their increased 

engagement among patients.

The findings of the present study suggest that a significant 

number of participants made lifestyle changes and/or engaged 

in self-medication based on information obtained from on-

line platforms. Notably, some practices diverged from current 

international acne management guidelines, including dietary 

changes (42.3%), the use of home remedies (38.8%), and oral 

supplements (17.4%). Of particular concern is the small yet 

noteworthy percentage (3.4%) of participants who initiated 

oral contraceptive use for acne without seeking professional 

consultation. These results find resonance in the study by 

Yousaf et al, wherein 48% of numerous social media users 

incorporated lifestyle changes not supported by acne treat-

ment guidelines, such as dietary adjustments and supplement  

use [10]. Another study revealed that 33.7% of social media 

users commenced acne treatment without a prescription, in-

cluding topical benzoyl peroxide, retinoic acid, and topical 

antibiotics [8]. The authors of that study expressed concern 

about the potential side effects and harms associated with ob-

taining prescription drugs without proper medical guidance. In 

Lima et al study, 10.1% of participants reported experiencing 

complications or side effects after following treatment advice 

from social media, predominantly in the form of skin irrita-

tion, worsening of acne, and the development of spots [16].

Notably, in our study 88.4% of the participants who 

used social media and the Internet to seek information about 

acne, did follow at least a treatment advice from those plat-

forms. Only 0.8% of them reported significant improvement 

in their acne, while 32.2% stated that there were no changes 

and 12.8% worsening of acne. Similarly, in the study of 

Yousaf et al 6.9% of the patients reported a significant im-

provement and 39.7% no change in their acne from social 

media acne treatment advice. These findings may raise con-

cerns about potential delays in receiving proper acne treat-

ment and preventing complications such as scarring or high 

psychosocial impact. Our study findings, indicating that 

20.9% of patients would alter their physician-prescribed 

acne treatment based on social media recommendations, 

align with the observations by Aslan Kayıran et al, who 

reported that 15.3% of participants would seek a second 

opinion or additional information on social platforms if it 

contradicted their physician advice [7]. These collective re-

sults underscore the considerable influence of online plat-

forms in shaping healthcare decisions.

and social media for medical information [11]. Additionally, 

in another study, acne vulgaris emerged as the most frequently 

searched skin-related condition on social media, account-

ing for 54.2%, followed by eczema (19.8%) and hair loss 

(17.7%) respectively [13]. Furthermore, the findings of a sep-

arate study exploring the most common dermatology-related  

content on Instagram highlighted that acne was the most 

prevalent cutaneous disease-related hashtag [14]. This ten-

dency among acne patients to utilize social media platforms 

can be attributed to its status as one of the most common 

dermatological diseases, particularly prevalent among a rel-

atively young population. While a limited number of studies 

have explored social media use among acne patients and its 

potential impact on treatment, our study is the first, to our 

knowledge, to specifically investigate these trends in adult 

female acne patients [7,8,10].

Our findings indicated that 72.1% of participants sought 

medical information about acne vulgaris from social media 

and the Internet, aligning closely with a recent Turkish study 

where 75.1% of patients with acne utilized these platforms 

for disease-related information [7].

In other studies, specifically addressing the impact of 

social media use on acne vulgaris treatment, respondents 

reported seeking treatment advice, with prevalence varying 

from 42.4% to 83.3% across different studies [8,10,15,16]. 

These variations in social media usage trends for acne may 

be attributed to geographic disparities, study years, and the 

demographics of participants, including age and sex. Fur-

thermore, in line with prior studies, our research reveals a 

significant correlation between the severity and duration 

of acne and the search for medical information on social  

media. [7,8]. This may be attributed to a higher disease bur-

den, which encourages patients to engage in more active 

treatment advice-seeking behavior.

In our current study, the most frequently consulted on-

line platforms by our patients were Google, Instagram, and 

YouTube, in descending order. These findings align with a 

previous study involving 1609 patients investigating social 

Table 3. Patients Motivations to Use Social 
Media for Obtaining Information About Acne.

Motivation N (%, out of 258)

Quick and easy access to 
information provided on social 
media/ internet

217 (84.1)

Affordability    76 (29.5)

The persuasive impact of the before-
and-after photos posted on social 
media

114 (44.2)

The difficulty/long wait list for the 
appointment with a dermatologist

140 (54.3)



6	 Original Article | Dermatol Pract Concept. 2024;14(3):e2024156

advice on dermatological issues, including acne and their 

wish for dermatologists to contribute more professional con-

tent on social media [7,11]. This emphasis is crucial due to 

the prevalence of unscientific, misleading, and low-quality 

information found in the majority of acne-related content on 

social media, as demonstrated in various studies [12,17,18]. 

Additionally, research indicates that poor-quality videos tend 

to be more engaging for the public, accruing significantly 

higher viewer counts compared to high-quality videos [12]. 

The persistence of such misinformation poses a significant 

challenge. Without effective intervention, clinicians may 

find themselves spending considerable time correcting in-

accuracies acquired by patients from these platforms. It is 

also important to note that to prevent the creation of fake 

accounts that impersonate healthcare professionals, verify-

ing the legitimacy of any accounts created on social media 

with a username that includes a doctor abbreviation might 

be logical. This could be achieved by requesting a username 

and password from an additional medical digital platform 

(ORCID, Clarivate, medical license number, etc) in order to 

complete the registration process.

Despite the extensive sample size in our study, an import-

ant limitation merits attention. The recruitment of study sub-

jects exclusively from patients seeking medical consultation 

introduces a potential bias, as a substantial group of patients 

resorts to self-treatment based on diverse internet-derived 

knowledge. This could impact the generalizability of our 

findings.

In conclusion, our study sheds light on the significant 

impact of social media on the healthcare-seeking behaviors 

and treatment decisions of adult female acne patients. The 

findings underscore the need for targeted interventions to 

address the impact of social media on treatment decisions, 

In exploring the motivations driving patients to seek 

medical information on social media, our study reveals 

that 84.1% of participants are primarily motivated by 

the quick and easy access to information offered by these 

platforms, highlighting their convenience in disseminating 

healthcare-related content. Additionally, the persuasive im-

pact of before-and-after photos on social media emerges as 

a significant motivator, influencing nearly half of the par-

ticipants and emphasizing the visual appeal and persuasive 

nature of such content in shaping perceptions and decisions 

regarding acne treatment. Furthermore, our findings illu-

minate the challenges patients encounter in accessing tradi-

tional healthcare services, with 54.3% citing difficulties or 

long wait lists for dermatologist appointments as a motiva-

tion to turn to social media. Comparatively, Kaliyadan et al 

found financial reasons, self-perceived mild severity, and a 

lack of available appointments as discouraging factors for 

participants consulting a dermatologist for their acne [15].

In our study, diverse sources were chosen by participants 

for obtaining information online for acne. Medical doctor 

accounts and webpages emerged as the primary source for 

67.4% of respondents, underscoring the continued trust and 

reliance on professional medical expertise in the digital era. 

Concurrently, the substantial reliance on non-medical so-

cial media influencers (53.5%) and patient groups/accounts 

on social media (53.5%) signals a notable shift towards 

peer-driven and influencer-led health information seeking. 

Moreover, the significant engagement with dermatological 

product retailers and companies (36.1%) suggests an in-

creasing interest in commercial entities as sources of infor-

mation, possibly influenced by the intersection of healthcare 

and the market. Several studies have highlighted patients 

distinct preference for receiving high-quality professional 

Figure 1. Treatment and lifestyle changes as per social media. Percentage distribution of treatment and/or 
lifestyle changes influenced or guided by information from social media and the Internet.
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31442538.
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DOI: 10.24911/IJMDC.51-1605689866.
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mídias sociais no tratamento da acne vulgar. Surg Cosmet Der-

matol. 2023;15:e20230198.
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dia: A cross-sectional study of content quality on TikTok. Pe-

diatr Dermatol. 2021;38(1):336-338. DOI: 10.1111/pde.14471. 

PMID: 33247602.

18.	 Ward S, Rojek N. Acne Information on Instagram: Quality of 
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mitigate potential risks associated with misinformation, and 

promote collaborative efforts between healthcare providers 

and patients in the digital age.
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