
Social media is widely used but few studies have examined how patients with advanced cancer engage with social media regarding their illness. The 
objective of this study was to examine the attitudes and beliefs toward social media use among patients with advanced cancer.  
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INTRODUCTION

This was a cross-sectional survey of patients with advanced cancer at an outpatient Supportive Care Clinic at a tertiary care cancer center. Patients were 
included if they reported any social media use. We administered a 39-question survey examining: (1) general social media use, (2) coping and utility, (3) 

attitudes towards discussing their diagnosis on social media, and (4) Facebook use. The answers ranged from “strongly agree” to “strongly 
disagree.”  “Strongly agree” and “agree” were coded as agreement. 

METHODS

Of 117 patients, the mean age was 56.5 years (range 25-82), and 72 (61.5%) were women. The 3 most popular social media platforms were Facebook 
(n=113, 96.6%), Instagram (n=76, 65%), and YouTube (n=74, 63.2%) (Table 1). Sixty-two (54.9%) Facebook users and 21 (27.6%) Instagram users 

reported using the platforms multiple times per day. As shown in Table 2, 65 (57%) agreed it is acceptable to use social media to communicate serious 
news to family and friends, and 70 patients (60.3%) agreed that they find it important to connect with others outside of their immediate family and 

friends through social media. Study participants also reported that social media helped them cope with their diagnosis emotionally (n=57, 49%), 
spiritually (n=44, 37.9%), and physically (n=28, 24.3%). 

RESULTS

Social media is often used by patients with advanced cancer, and more than half considered it to be a useful resource for sharing information, 
connecting socially, or coping.  A previous study showed that the benefits of social media use include learning about cancer, distracting from the 
diagnosis, and connecting with survivors. However, some studies have found that social media use was associated with anxiety and stress. It is 
unclear if this association was a result of patients who were anxious were more likely to turn to social media as a source of coping, or if social 

media induced stress in patients, or both.  Our study highlights that patients may have different preferences toward social media use for coping 
emotionally, spiritually, and physically. More research is needed to examine how social media can be a supportive resource for these patients. 
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Social media Have account Never A few times 
per month

A few times 
per week

About once a 
day

Multiple times 
per day

Facebook 113 (96.6%) 2 (1.8%) 15 (13.3%) 20 (17.7%) 14 (12.4%) 62 (54.9%)

Flickr 27 (23.1%) 26 (96.3%) 1 (3.7%) 0 0 0

Instagram 76 (65.0%) 24 (31.6%) 9 (11.8%) 16 (21.1%) 6 (7.9%) 21 (27.6%)

LinkedIn 56 (47.9%) 35 (62.5%) 9 (16.1%) 8 (14.3%) 2 (3.6%) 2 (3.6%)

Reddit 32 (27.4%) 27 (84.4%) 3 (9.4%) 0 0 2 (6.3%)

Snapchat 42 (35.9%) 22 (52.4%) 3 (7.1%) 11 (26.2%) 2 (4.8%) 4 (9.5%)

TikTok 42 (35.9%) 24 (57.1%) 5 (11.9%) 5 (11.9%) 5 (11.9%) 3 (7.1%)

Tumblr 33 (28.2%) 28 (84.8%) 1 (3.0%) 3 (9.1%) 0 1 (3.0%)

Twitter 51 (43.6%) 26 (51.0%) 11 (21.6%) 5 (9.8%) 3 (5.9%) 6 (11.8%)

YouTube 74 (63.2%) 15 (20.3%) 15 (20.3%) 22 (29.7%) 7 (9.5%) 15 (20.3%)

Social Media General Survey Statements n (%)
Sharing Information
I have discussed my cancer diagnosis on any of my social media accounts. 73 (63)
It is acceptable to use social media to communicate serious news to family and friends. 65 (57)
It is very important to me that news of my cancer be shared personally, rather than through social media. 64 (56)

It is more important to me that serious news be shared quickly rather than personally. 28 (25)
I have requested that family and friends not discuss my cancer or its treatment on their social media pages. 26 (23)

Connecting Socially
I find it important to connect with others outside of my immediate family and friends through my social media 
accounts.

70 (60)

Coping
Using my social media accounts helps me cope with my cancer diagnosis emotionally. 57 (49)
Using my social media accounts helps me cope with my cancer diagnosis spiritually. 44 (38)
Using my social media accounts helps me cope with my cancer diagnosis physically. 28 (24)

Table 1: SOCIAL MEDIA ACCOUNT USAGE IN THE PAST 3 MONTHS

TABLE 2: SOCIAL MEDIA SURVEY RESULTS

Note: The proportion of having an account is calculated based on total sample size 117, and the proportion of how frequently patients use the account is based on number of people having that account.
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