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Automation and Information Technology—Statements

ASHP Statement on Use of Social Media
by Pharmacy Professionals

Position

The American Society of Health-System Pharmacists
(ASHP) encourages pharmacy professionals working in
hospitals and health systems who use social media to do so
in a professional, responsible, and respectful manner. Such
use may complement and enhance their relationships with
patients, caregivers, other members of the health care team,
and the public. To achieve that goal, pharmacy professionals
should

Thoroughly consider the purposes and potential out-
comes of participation in social media and develop the
strategies and skills required to effectively utilize so-
cial media to meet their goals.

Exercise professional judgment and adhere to pro-
fessional standards and legal requirements in both
private and public social media communications, es-
pecially legal and ethical obligations to protect the pri-
vacy of personal health information.

Background

The term “social media” may be defined as online tools that
allow interaction among individuals. Examples include pro-
fessional networks such as ASHP Connect, career-building
networks such as LinkedIn, and sites such as Facebook
and Twitter that are primarily social but which may serve
multiple purposes.’® Informational sites regarding medi-
cal information that allow for commentary from users and
medical professionals (e.g., PharmQD, The Pharmacist
Society, Sermo) should also be considered collaborative
social media.

Social media have transformed the way people com-

municate by reducing barriers to the exchange of informa-
tion, increasing both the amount of communication and the
number of people who can participate. Health care organiza-
tions (e.g., hospitals, health systems, professional societies,
pharmaceutical companies, patient advocacy groups, phar-
macy benefit companies) have chosen to use social media
for both communication and marketing.

Like other health care professionals, pharmacy profes-

sionals have adapted to advancing technology and are using
social media to communicate with patients, caregivers, other
health care professionals, and the public. Pharmacy profes-
sionals (including pharmacy students as professionals in
training) should continue to incorporate these new tools into
the armamentarium of pharmacy practice and apply them
with professional judgment to pursue the goal of helping
people make the best use of medications. Social media pro-
vide pharmacy professionals with opportunities to educate
patients and practitioners, seek advice from and provide ad-
vice to colleagues, optimize the medication use of individual
patients and populations, promote the role of pharmacists
in caring for patients, and engage in debate about issues in
health care practice and policy, among other things.™®

Participation in Social Media

Hospitals or health systems that choose to use social media
or permit practice-related social media use by staff should
have in place policies and procedures that

° Balance the benefits social media provide with the ob-
ligations and liabilities they may create.

° Encourage the development and application of best
practices by users of social media.

The details of such policies, procedures, and best practices
are beyond the scope of this statement, which has as its pur-
pose to briefly outline some of the considerations that should
guide pharmacy professionals’ participation in social media.

Pharmacy professionals should carefully consider the
purposes and potential outcomes of their participation in so-
cial media and develop the strategies and skills required to
achieve their goals. They need to be aware of and employ
best practices when using social media, because health care
practitioners, including pharmacy professionals, are held to
a higher standard of professionalism within and outside the
workplace than members of the public.® Pharmacy profes-
sionals who participate in social media should strive for a high
degree of professionalism in their communications and ensure
that patient privacy is not compromised.

Professionalism

ASHP has long advocated for the adoption of high profes-
sional aspirations for pharmacy practice. Pharmacists’ re-
sponsibilities as professionals include “advancing the well-
being and dignity of their patients, acting with integrity and
conscience, [and] collaborating respectfully with health care
colleagues.”” The following recommendations for the use
of social media represent high professional aspirations, and
pharmacy professionals are encouraged to exercise their pro-
fessional judgment in incorporating them into their practices.

Advancing the Well-Being and Dignity of Patients. The fol-
lowing recommendations can help pharmacy professionals
who choose to participate in social media advance the well-
being and dignity of patients.

1. Medical advice offered through social media should
be provided in accordance with the professional stan-
dards of pharmacy practice. For example, pharmacy
professionals should provide medical advice only
with a complete understanding of the patient’s medi-
cal conditions and only if they accept the associated
liabilities, especially those regarding privacy and the
requirements of pharmacy practice. Pharmacy profes-
sionals should be aware that providing medical advice
may create a pharmacist—patient relationship, with all
its attendant obligations and liabilities. All online rela-
tionships should conform to the ethical boundaries of
an appropriate pharmacist—patient relationship.®
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2. Pharmacy professionals should be cognizant of both
the benefits and limitations of online communication.
Social media may serve especially well as a point of
initial contact or as a convenient way to maintain con-
tact between patients and care providers, but profes-
sionals must recognize when a patient’s health care
needs would be better met through other means (e.g.,
phone consultation, office visit).

3. Pharmacy professionals should view social media as
a means to not only provide timely and accurate drug
information but also to rebut inaccurate, misleading,
or outdated information. While the purpose of specific
social media content may not always be apparent, phar-
macy professionals need to be aware of and alert to the
use of social media for marketing and sales purposes.

4. Complaining about or disparaging patients, even in
general terms, does not advance the dignity of patients
or the profession. Communications that contain pa-
tients’ identifying information would violate privacy
requirements, which are discussed in more detail be-
low. Pharmacy professionals should keep in mind that
simply avoiding the name of a patient may not be suf-
ficient to avoid patient identification.

Acting with Integrity and Conscience. The following rec-
ommendations are intended to assist pharmacy professionals
to act with integrity and conscience in their use of social
media.

1. Pharmacy professionals should carefully distinguish
between personal and professional information within
social media and make conscientious decisions regard-
ing who will have access to personal or professional
information. Although some organizations recommend
use of a strictly personal page and a separate, strictly
practice-related page,’ professionals will quickly rec-
ognize the difficulty of making such distinctions. The
higher standards of conduct expected of professionals,
even in personal behavior, apply as well to their par-
ticipation in social media.>°

2. Pharmacy professionals must be conscious that con-
tent posted to social media may have consequences on
reputations or careers for years to come, reflect poorly
upon the pharmacy profession, or undermine patient
confidence in the care provided. Postings on social
media should be subject to the same professional stan-
dards and ethical considerations as other personal or
public interactions.

3. The apparent anonymity provided by social media
does not release pharmacy professionals from their
ethical obligation to disclose potential conflicts of
interest, especially when representing themselves as
professionals. Some circumstances may require per-
sonal identification or disclosure of potential compet-
ing interests.’

4. Although all pharmacists should use social media in
ways that set positive examples for pharmacy students
and residents, preceptors and mentors have a special
responsibility to model appropriate practices.”**

Collaborating Respectfully with Health Care Colleagues.
Although social media can and should be used to promote

healthy debate about health care and pharmacy practice,
such debate should be conducted in a respectful manner.
Reasoned debate sometimes requires constructive criticism,
but pharmacy professionals should not use social media to
make ad hominem comments or needlessly denigrate spe-
cific care providers, institutions, or professions.

Patient Privacy

Health care professionals have long confronted the chal-
lenge of “communicat[ing] freely with each other while
maintaining patient confidentiality and privacy.”** Social
media, by their very nature, present new issues of privacy
and confidentiality by extending the reach of communica-
tions. The following recommendations may help pharmacy
professionals protect patient privacy and confidentiality as
they navigate this new terrain.

1. Pharmacy professionals should continue to adhere to
all laws, regulations, standards, and other mandates
intended to protect patient privacy and confidentiality
in all environments, including social media.?

2. Pharmacy professionals should exercise professional
judgment and employ established best practices to
ensure compliance with privacy requirements when
communicating with patients or about specific patient
cases on social media.>*3

3. Pharmacy professionals should select privacy set-
tings in social media accounts that provide the greatest
degree of protection for personal information, keep-
ing in mind that privacy settings are not perfect and
that information posted online is likely permanent.
Continuous self-monitoring of privacy settings is nec-
essary, as social media sites change privacy policies.*

Conclusion

Social media are emerging as important modes of communi-
cation and are increasingly being used for personal, profes-
sional, and business communication, as well as for patient
care. As medical professionals held to high standards of per-
sonal, professional, ethical, and moral conduct, pharmacy
professionals have a responsibility to use social media ap-
propriately.
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