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Abstract 

Introduction: Twitter use has grown exponentially within the uro-
logical community. We aimed to determine the perceptions of the 
impact of Twitter on users’ clinical practice, research, and other 
professional activities.
Methods: We performed an 11-item online survey of Twitter 
contributors during two major urological meetings: the European 
Association of Urology (EAU) and the American Urological 
Association (AUA) annual meetings. During the EAU 2014 meet-
ing, we distributed the survey via the meeting official Twitter feed. 
During the AUA 2014 meeting, we applied a new method by 
directly sending the survey to Twitter contributors. We performed 
a subset analysis for assessing the perceived impact of Twitter on 
the clinical practice of physicians. 
Results: Among 312 total respondents, the greatest perceived ben-
efits of Twitter among users were for networking (97%) and dissem-
inating information (96%), followed by research (75%), advocacy 
(74%) and career development (62%). In total, 65% of Twitter users 
have dealt with guidelines on online medical professionalism and 
71% of physician users found that Twitter had an impact on their 
clinical practice, and 33% had made a clinical decision based on 
an online case discussion. 
Conclusions: Our results suggest that Twitter users in the urological 
community perceive important benefits. These benefits extend to 
multiple professional domains, particularly networking, dissemi-
nating information, remote conference participation, research, and 
advocacy. This is the first study that has been disseminated to tar-
geted individuals from the urological community directly through 
tweets, providing a proof of principle for this research method.  

Introduction 

Social media has increasing significance in the world of 
medicine and particularly in urology. According to sur-
veys conducted by the American Urological Association 

(AUA), over two-thirds of members have a social media 
account,1,2 and Twitter use at urology conferences continues 
to expand.3-5 Twitter is a microblogging service involving 
short messages (or “tweets”) of ≤140 characters. Keywords 
(or “hashtags”) are used to index tweets together that are 
related to a particular topic, and are designated using the 
# symbol. At the European Association of Urology (EAU) 
congress, the number of conference-related tweets increased 
from 347 in 2012 to 5904 in 2014,3 and recently to 7110 
in 2015.6 

In addition to its growing use at conferences,3,4 Twitter 
is being used for a monthly international urology journal 
club, as reported by Thangasamy and colleagues, using 
the hashtag #urojc.7 During its first year, the club had 189 
individuals from 19 countries discussing urological articles, 
demonstrating the capacity and feasibility of such an online 
club as an international platform for exchange of profes-
sional information. Additionally, an increasing number of 
urology journals are represented on Twitter, and there is a 
significant positive association between Twitter presence 
and impact factor.8 

Despite the increasing use of social media in urology, 
its impact on users’ clinical practice, research activity, and 
career development remains unknown.9 A recent survey 
by the AUA demonstrated that a significant proportion of 
urologists remain unconvinced about the usefulness of social 
media, with a perceived lack of added value as a top reason 
for non-participation.2 The aim of our study was to assess 
the perceived utility of Twitter for professional goals and the 
perceived impact of Twitter on clinical practice of active 
Twitter physician users.

Methods 

We designed an 11-item online survey using the platform 
www.surveymonkey.com on the perceived utility of Twitter 
for users’ clinical and academic practice (Appendix 1). The 
survey was designed and carried out in accordance with 
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the Checklist for Reporting Results of Internet-E-Surveys 
(CHERRIES).10 It was not mandatory for participants to 
answer all survey questions. 

The survey assessed the perceived utility of Twitter for the 
following professional activities: advocacy, networking, dis-
seminating information, clinical decision-making, research, 
career advancement, and physician-patient communication. 
Participants were also asked about whether they had fol-
lowed a congress remotely using Twitter, about their pre-
ferred social platforms and how they are accessed, and about 
their familiarity with professional social media guidelines. 

Before administering the survey, we tested it for usability 
and technical functionality. During the pilot phase, the sur-
vey was disseminated in a non-targeted fashion on Twitter 
at the EAU Congress (April 11–15, 2014) using the confer-
ence hashtag #EAU14. It was tweeted out 8 times during 
various different days and hours of the congress from the 
individual Twitter account of one author (HB). To follow-up 
on the results, we used the Symplur website (www.symplur.
com) to obtain a complete list of all 1199 participants in the 
2014 AUA meeting Twitter feed (hashtag #aua14). We then 
initiated a larger phase of the survey by using Twitter to indi-
vidually tweet the survey link to all 1199 #AUA14 Twitter 
contributors. This was accomplished by creating a new 
Twitter account (@urosurvey), through which we tweeted a 
description of the survey with its website address one time 
to each respective @username from the list of conference 
Twitter contributors. Since it is not possible to determine the 
specific job description of all Twitter profiles in the #EAU14 
and #aua14 discussions, we asked participants their profes-
sion in the survey. We then performed a subset analysis of 
physicians to determine the impact of Twitter on the clinical 
practice in those who self-identified as physicians. This was 
addressed by three survey questions: (1) agreement with the 
statement “Twitter has an impact on my clinical practice” 
(responses on a 4-point Likert scale); (2) whether Twitter is 
useful for clinical decision-making (yes/no); and (3) whether 
the respondent has ever made a clinical decision based on 
an online case discussion (yes/no). Analytics were tallied 
using the tools within www.surveymonkey.com.

Results 

A total of 312 unique individuals responded to the survey, 
including 57 during the pilot phase at the 2014 EAU meeting 
(representing 7.2% of all #eua14 Twitter users), and 255 of 
1199 participants from the 2014 AUA Twitter feed (21.3% 
response rate) (Table 1). 

The greatest perceived benefits of Twitter were for net-
working (97%) and disseminating information (96%) (Fig. 1). 
Most users also found Twitter beneficial for research (75%), 
advocacy (74%), and career development (62%). In addi-
tion to Twitter, the most commonly used social media plat-

forms were Facebook (73%), LinkedIn (64%), and YouTube 
(50%); whereas Google+ (28%) and Pinterest (15%) were 
less common. (Fig. 2). Of the Twitter users, 76% of users 
indicated that they have followed a congress remotely and 
65% indicated that they were familiar with guidelines for 
online professionalism.  

The subset analysis included 234 physician participants. 
Among these, 14% strongly agreed and 57% agreed that 
Twitter has an impact on their clinical practice, while 23% 
disagreed and 5% strongly disagreed (Fig. 3). 

Discussion 

Our results demonstrate for the first time that among this 
selected group of urology Twitter participants, virtually all 
find it useful for networking and disseminating information. 
Most respondents also found it useful for research, advo-
cacy, and career advancement. In the subgroup of physician 
Twitter users, most perceived that Twitter also has an impact 
on their clinical practice. This phenomenon has not yet been 
reported and shows the great potential of Twitter, which 
has thus far only been shown as widely used for scientific 
communication at congresses.3 

Among our selected group of Twitter users in 2014, the 
use of other social media platforms was higher than among 
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Table 1. Demographics of the survey participants

Category No. (%)
Profession

Physician 234 (75%)

Nurse 10 (3%)

Researcher 16 (5%)

Business person 20 (6%)

Others 32 (10%)

Status

Trainee 62 (20%)

Consultant 188 (61%)

No answer 60 (19%)

Age, years

≤20 1 (0%)

20–29 40 (13%)

30–39 127 (41%)

40–49 94 (30%)

50–59 40 (13%)

≥60 10 (3%)

Continent of origin

North America 134 (43%)

Europe 110 (35%)

Australia 25 (8%)

South America 20 (6%)

Asia 13 (4%)

Africa 9 (3%)
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randomly selected urologists in the United States in 2012 
and in Canada in 2014.1,11 The higher social media uptake 
among our population can be explained by the bias of the 
survey population that already uses a social media platform 
and by the growing popularity of social media in recent 
years. In our analysis, Twitter was perceived useful for mul-
tiple professional goals, such as networking, disseminating 
research and advocacy. Of note, Twitter was rated as useful 
for networking by 97% of active Twitter users in our study, 
while in a previous study only 41% of Canadian urolo-
gists found social media useful for fostering new networking 
contacts for potential collaborations.11 Furthermore, social 
media (perhaps even all media) use is shifting from a classi-
cal desktop computer over laptop computers towards mobile 
devices. Almost all survey participants used Twitter on a 
mobile phone, while less than the half used it on laptop or 
desktop computers. 

The scientific information flow through Twitter opens up 
the opportunity to follow a congress remotely. By either 
following the meeting stream in general, a particular topic 
hashtag, key opinion leaders in the field or all at once, the 
remote conference experience offers chances to filter the 
information needed from congress discussions. In our sur-
vey, 76% of Twitter users stated that they have already fol-
lowed a congress remotely showing the great potential for 
remote conference participation.

Despite the many benefits of social media in urology, 
there are also potential dangers with regard to confidential-
ity and professionalism. Numerous organizations, including 

the EAU and AUA, and journals like BJU International, have 
created guidelines for physicians’ online behaviour.12-14 It 
is encouraging that most active users in our survey were 
familiar with these guidelines, which should be further dis-
seminated as social media continues to expand in our field.

Although our survey included a limited number of que-
ries and only a selection of engaged Twitter users in the 
#EAU14 and #AUA14 Twitter feeds, this study provides sev-
eral important new insights. While surveys provide a low 
level of evidence and the study population may not represent 
the urological community at-large, nevertheless it is useful 
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Fig. 1. Positive (“yes,” %) responses of 312 Twitter users from the European 
Association of Urology and American Urological Association 2014 meetings on 
the utility of Twitter for various professional activities. 
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Fig. 2. Responses of 312 Twitter users from the European Association of 
Urology and American Urological Association 2014 meetings on the question on 
which device they use Twitter. Multiple answers were allowed.
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to understand the perceived benefits (or lack thereof) among 
active users. Yet it should be mentioned that these questions 
on utility were primarily captured in a binary fashion rather 
than on a Likert scale that gauges the level of enthusiasm.

Recently, social media platforms have successfully been 
used to improve clinical trial recruitment.15,16 Another con-
tribution of our study is the use of Twitter as a novel social 
media tool to disseminate a survey by individually directed 
tweets at our target population. Each participant was sent a 
single tweet and we received only positive feedback, sug-
gesting the feasibility of this approach. Indeed, the non-
targeted survey distribution during the pilot phase led to 
fewer responses than the targeted survey distribution. This 
might be due to varying levels of engagement during con-
ference hours17 and consequently a varying visibility of the 
tweet. We achieved a higher level of participation by directly 
tweeting the survey to target accounts with a description and 
the website address. Furthermore, our response rate of 21% 
using targeted tweets as a method of dissemination compares 
favourably with the 6.8% response rate in a previous AUA 
survey on social media sent via email.2 Thus, this study also 
demonstrates the feasibility of Twitter messages as a rapid 
and novel method to disseminate targeted surveys within 
the urological community.   

Conclusion 

Our survey suggests that most Twitter users at urology meet-
ings do perceive numerous important benefits of social 
media use for networking, disseminating research, advo-
cacy, clinical practice, and other professional goals. In addi-
tion, our study provides a proof of principle demonstration 
on the feasibility of using directed tweets to perform targeted 
survey research within the urological community.  
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Appendix 1. Survey-Twitter use of urologists

1. Twitter has an impact on my clinical practice
strongly agree agree disagree strongly disagree

2. Have you followed a congress remotely using Twitter?
Yes
No

3. Which profession do you have?
Doctor 
Nurse
Researcher
Business person
Other

4. Which status do you have?
Trainee
Consultant
No answer

5. Have you ever made a clinical decision based on an online case discussion?
Yes
No

6. From which continent are you?
Africa
Asia
Australia
Europe
North America
South America

7. Have you dealt with guidelines/recommendations on online medical professionalism?
Yes
No

8. Twitter is useful for...
Yes No

…advocacy

…networking

…disseminating information

…clinical decision-making

…research

…career advancement

…doctor-patient communication

9. How old are you?
Below 20
20–29
30–39
40–49
50–59
60 or older

10. Which social media do you use?
Twitter
Facebook
LinkedIn
Youtube
Pinterest
Google+

11. On which device do you use Twitter?
Smartphone
Tablet-PC
Laptop
Desktop-PC


