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Abstract
Medical channels, created by young physicians on YouTube, are popular sources of  medical information. They may help demystify the vast world 
of  clinical knowledge and empower patients to seek help from their professional healthcare providers. By understanding clinical decision-making 
and the complexities of  healthcare systems from an online physician’s perspective, patients may be more understanding of  their own physician’s 
clinical rationale. This may lead to better communication with their doctor and an improved therapeutic alliance. Despite the conveniences in 
overcoming patient barriers through this format, medical advice should continue to maintain professional standards of  clinical practice and strive 
to reach only the intended audience.
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or not.15 He fosters a trustworthy community that arguably allows 
people to feel confident seeking out advice from their own doctor. 
Patients may be hesitant to trust the opinion of  just one doctor,16 
so if  a patient completes prior research or understands decision-
making processes better through these other physician videos, then 
they may feel more comfortable with their in-person physician 
offering similar opinions. One study assessing the patient-physician 
relationship found that the knowledge level of  a patient was highly 
correlated to their trust in their physician.17 A high level of  trust was 
found to be related to higher adherence, higher satisfaction with care, 
and better health outcomes overall.17 By increasing the transparency 
of  medical decision-making and medical recommendations through 
these types of  YouTube channels, patients may feel a greater sense 
of  trust in the healthcare system and in their own providers, possibly 
strengthening their own patient-physician relationship. It can also be 
expected that there may be a greater sense of  accountability within 
the medical community for healthcare professionals to stay up-to-date 
and continue to deliver high-quality care if  patients are able to access 
this type of  information online. 

Another frequent theme of  the young physician YouTube 
community is the explanation and portrayal of  residency training. A 
popular YouTube resident physician, Violin MD,18 shows the daily life 
of  an internal medicine resident, including a first-person perspective 
of  the grueling and frequent 26-hour call schedule,19 encounters with 
difficult decision-making, and complex multidisciplinary patient care. 
When the general population watches this exhilarating yet exhausting 
lifestyle through an accessible platform like YouTube, patients may 
develop greater understanding and empathy towards their own busy 
physician. They may be more appreciative of  the uncertainties and 
delays in medicine when a physician runs late or needs to order an 
additional test, and recognize their doctor’s imperfections (e.g., in 
the context of  mistakes and the breakdown in patient care). Greater 
connection with and understanding of  a physician leads to higher 
patient satisfaction with healthcare,17 which is supported by the 
observation that the primary reason for physician complaints is a 
breakdown of  communication with a physician, not that physician’s 
medical knowledge.20 With an increased appreciation of  the medical 
profession through these kinds of  YouTube videos, patient satisfaction 
with care might increase, and the incidence of  filed complaints against 
physicians may decrease. A topic of  further research could aim to 
describe the relationship between use of  physician video media 
platforms and the frequency and/or type of  malpractice complaints. 

COMMENTARY

There is a growing community of  young physicians on YouTube, 
often under or around 30 years of  age, who run successful 

medical channels targeting the general population.1 Although not 
standardized,2 common themes include general medical entertainment 
for a public audience, synopses of  daily life for various medical 
specialties, and medical information or advice.1 Some physicians 
even describe thought processes behind clinical decision-making, a 
component patients have expressed greater demand for since the rise 
of  collaborative decision-making and patient autonomy.3 For those 
seeking a medical opinion, the internet is one of  the first resources 
accessed for guidance and research prior to consulting in-person 
medical advice.4–7 However, a lack of  health literacy (the knowledge 
to make good health decisions) among patients has been identified 
as a major global healthcare challenge.8 While a study that evaluated 
highly formal medical channels on YouTube (with educational videos 
on different diseases) found a large benefit to patients in this regard,9 
the following commentary proposes that more casual individual 
physician YouTube channels can show a similar benefit to patients 
through demystification of  the medical profession, which may 
ultimately benefit patients by 1) increasing their trust in physicians; 
2) improving their satisfaction with health care; and 3) providing an 
updated, refreshing approach to accessing a younger generation of  
patients. This commentary will also address some of  the ideas that 
may be explored in future research on these types of  channels.

Doctor Mike, a family physician on YouTube based out of  New 
York City,10 is an example of  how transparency in medicine can be built 
with an online community of  people. With 4.26 million followers,10 he 
is able to answer inquiries directly from subscribers, explain medical 
advice in a clear and explicit way, and promote healthy living to an 
audience equivalent to a population almost twice as large as that in the 
Greater Vancouver area.11,12 His videos include himself  explaining why 
vaccines are important and why certain symptoms should prompt a 
person to seek medical advice.13,14 He educates patients with evidence-
based research and shares medical stories that explain the daily clinical 
decision-making processes within a physician’s mind, such as the 
approach in deciding whether to prescribe an antibiotic to a patient 
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Since physicians posting on these online platforms are often 
young, this refreshed approach to medicine may make it more 
accessible to groups often missed in the healthcare system. Young 
adults aged 18–25 are the least accessible group in medicine,21 
frequenting physicians only in extreme circumstances,21 and perhaps 
could be accessed with the assistance of  this type of  video platform. 
When the importance of  visiting the doctor or the complexities of  the 
medical system are explained, barriers to care for this demographic 
may decrease, which might even increase the rate of  physician visits. 
While further research is required to address this topic, young people 
may not feel fully comfortable with their primary care doctor until 
after they find information on a streaming platform where a younger 
doctor is able to empower them to seek out medical care. 

The young medical community on YouTube may also present 
challenges, including adherence to patient confidentiality and the 
maintenance of  professional behavior. This is an important aspect to 
consider, as one major concern of  the internet is the dissemination 
of  unprofessional topics and behaviours reaching an unintended 
audience.22 The content depicted, if  deemed unprofessional, can exert 
a large influence on the opinions of  patients worldwide and should 
be carefully monitored.22 As well, if  a patient mistakenly thinks their 
medical issue is resolved by watching a video and does not attend a 
medical appointment as a result, then these channels could even be 
viewed as harmful if  they cause a delay for necessary medical care. 

If  patients are able to understand that the purpose of  the YouTube 
physician community is to educate the general public and promote 
healthcare, and that visiting an in-person healthcare professional is 
an important step in health management, then improved patient-
physician and patient-healthcare system relationships are anticipated. 
Formal research should be conducted on the benefits and harms 
of  informal medical channels on YouTube, as well as their ultimate 
impact on patient care and the therapeutic alliance, given that this 
platform reaches such a large audience. A formalized evaluation and 
rating system of  individual physician YouTube channels would help 
bring credibility to this platform as a resource for medical knowledge. 
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