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Abstract

Background: YouTube is a popular platform with many videos, which have potential educational value for medical students.
Due to the lack of peer review, other surrogates are necessary to determine the content quality of such educational videos. Few
studies have analyzed the research background or academic affiliation of the physicians associated with the production of YouTube
videos for medical education. The research background or academic affiliations of those physicians may be a reflection of the
content quality of these educational videos.

Objective: This study identifies physicians associated with the production of educational YouTube videos about shingles and
analyzes those physicians based on their research background or academic affiliation, which may be good surrogates for video
content quality.

Methods: Using the YouTube search engine with default settings, the term “shingles” was searched on May 8, 2020. A
cross-sectional study was performed using the first 50 search results. A search on Scopus for each identified physician was
performed, and data regarding their research background and academic affiliation were recorded.

Results: Of the 50 YouTube videos, 35 (70%) were categorized as academic. Of the 35 academic videos, 24 (71%) videos
featured physicians, totaling 25 physicians overall. Out of these 25 physicians, 5 (20%) had at least 1 shingles-related publication
and 8 (32%) had an h-index >10. A total of 21 (84%) physicians held an academic affiliation.

Conclusions: These results ensure to a certain degree the quality of the content in academic videos on YouTube for medical
education. However, further evaluation is needed for this growing platform.
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Introduction

Shingles, also referred to as herpes zoster, classically presents
as a painful vesicular rash distributed along a dermatomal
pattern. Symptoms typically last for 2-4 weeks. However, pain
can persist even after the rash resolves in a complication known
as postherpetic neuralgia. Shingles is caused by reactivation of
the varicella-zoster virus, which lies dormant in nerve tissue
after resolution of the initial infection known as chickenpox.

Reactivation is typically due to stress or a weakened immunity.
Approximately 1 million cases of shingles occur each year in
the United States [1]. Despite the introduction of a shingles
vaccine in 2006, recent studies have found no significant decline
in the incidence of cases [2].

As online media platforms become more pervasive in our
society, medical students are finding different methods to
incorporate these resources into their education [3]. YouTube
is a popular platform with many videos, which have potential
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educational value [4-6]. However, a study on YouTube videos
as an educational resource on psoriasis found that misleading
videos had a similar number of views to high-quality videos
[7]. Although other studies have supported the educational value
of YouTube videos, they have also acknowledged the need for
more evaluation, particularly via peer-review [8,9].

A different study on psoriasis content on YouTube found that
only 7.1% of the reviewed videos were associated with a medical
institution or physician. The study concluded that this
emphasized the need for more medical professionals to
participate on YouTube in order to raise the quality of
information [10]. However, few studies have thoroughly
analyzed the physicians associated with the production of
YouTube videos for dermatological medical education. Due to
the lack of peer-review for YouTube videos, some studies have
postulated that the research background of physicians featured
in these videos for medical education could be a surrogate for
content quality [9]. This study identifies physicians associated
with the production of academic YouTube videos about shingles
and analyzes their research background and academic affiliation,
which may be good surrogates for video content quality.

Methods

Using the YouTube search engine with default settings, the term
“shingles” was searched on May 8, 2020. A cross-sectional
study was conducted using the first 50 search results, which
were sorted by relevance. Recorded data on the YouTube videos
included the category (academic, video blog or “vlog”, patient
interview, or miscellaneous), number of views, type of health
professional associated with the video, and the name of the
physician if available. Videos categorized as miscellaneous
included commercials and local news reports. An academic
video was defined as a video having scientifically correct
information about the causes, symptoms, treatment, or
prevention of the disease. The accuracy of information from a
video was verified by medical students using UpToDate, an
evidence-based medical resource. If the presence of a health
professional was not clearly discernible in the video, the
YouTube channel descriptions of the video producers were
investigated.

Scopus is a large abstract and citation database for research. A
search on each identified physician was performed on Scopus.
Data was recorded from Scopus regarding the searched
physicians’ area of specialty, h-index, number of publications,
academic affiliations, and number of shingles-related
publications. The h-index is a measure of the research output
and citation impact of an author [11]. The h-index was
categorized as either 0-10 or >10.

Physician variables such as having a shingles-related
publication, h-index >10, or academic affiliation were recorded.
Difference in the average number of views between videos
associated with a physician who had a shingles-related
publication, an h-index >10, or an academic affiliation was
analyzed. Welch's unpaired t test was utilized due to unequal
sample sizes between different groups.

Results

From the first 50 “shingles” search results on YouTube, there
were 35 academic videos, 6 patient interviews, 3 vlogs, and 6
miscellaneous videos. From the 35 academic videos, there were
25 physicians, 1 nurse practitioner, 1 pharmacist, 1 dentist, and
1 medical student identified. A total of 7 academic videos were
produced by educational media outlets without an identified
health professional. A physician was featured in 2 different
academic videos, and 2 academic videos had more than one
physician featured. From the 25 physicians identified from
academic videos, there were 4 internists, 4 ophthalmologists, 4
family physicians, 3 infectious disease physicians, 3
anesthesiologists, 2 dermatologists, 2 obstetrician-gynecologists,
1 plastic surgeon, 1 urologist, and 1 rheumatologist.

The average number of publications for these 25 physicians was
62 (SD 130). The number of publications ranged from 0 to 529.
Among these 25 physicians, 5(20%) had at least 1
shingles-related publication and 8 (32%) had an h-index >10.
The h-index had an average of 13 (SD 22) and a range of 0 to
86. A total of 84% (21/25) of the physicians had an academic
affiliation (Table 1).

Table 1. Physicians sorted by qualities.

n (%), N=25Physician quality

5 (20)Shingles-related publication

8 (32)H-index >10

21 (84)Academic affiliation

For academic YouTube videos associated with a verified
physician, the average number of views was 9676 (SD 16,888)
if there was a shingles-related publication, 59,439 (SD 118,706)
if there was an academic affiliation, and 42,191 (SD 184,823)
if there was an h-index >10. The difference in the average
number of views compared to those of videos without these
characteristics was not significant (Table 2). Only 4 videos
featured physicians who authored a shingles-related publication
and only 3 videos featured physicians without an academic

affiliation. The total number of views for the 24 academic videos
with a verified physician was 1,325,693. The number of views
had a median of 20,554 and an average of 55,237 (SD 111,890).
The numbers of views ranged from 231 to 537,390. The video
with the most views was associated with an MD-PhD
dermatologist who held an academic affiliation. This video
alone accounted for 41% of the total number of views for
academic videos with a verified physician.
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Table 2. Comparison of the average number of views by physician characteristics.

P valueAverage no. of views, Mean (SD)No. of videosPhysician quality

.07Shingles-related publication

9676 (16,888)4Yes

64,349 (120,771)20No

.36Academic affiliation

59,439 (118,706)21Yes

25,826 (39,739)3No

.57h-index

42,191 (52,065)160-10

81,329 (184,823)8>10

Discussion

YouTube is one of the world’s most popular online media
platforms, which many medical students utilize as a resource
to supplement their education. Prior studies have suggested the
potential benefit that YouTube has for improving medical
education. However, those studies also mentioned the need for
more evaluations in order to ensure the quality of YouTube
videos [8,9]. The aim of this study was to analyze the physicians
associated with the production of YouTube videos that could
be incorporated into medical education. This study was
performed around shingles because the unique presentation of
this infection makes it well-suited to be studied on online media
platforms.

A significant majority of identified physicians had an affiliation
with a renowned academic institution with many having
produced publications. The substantial research background
and academic affiliations of these physicians ensure to a certain
degree the accuracy of information in educational YouTube
videos about shingles. However, these surrogates for content
quality cannot replace the critical analysis that peer-review
provides. Preferably, an external rating system should be
developed to enable critical analysis by physicians and avoid
the limitations that traditional forms of peer-review would
impose.

The quality of academic content in a YouTube video may
contribute to its popularity. In fact, the video with the most
views (537,390) was associated with an MD-PhD dermatologist
who has an academic affiliation. This may provide reassurance
to viewers given that the associated physician is trained in a
specialty that manages patients with shingles. Although videos
with physicians who held an academic affiliation or an h-index
>10 did trend towards more views, this study did not find a
significant difference between the number of views and research
background of the physicians associated with a video. This

suggests that there may be other more significant factors that
contribute to the popularity of a video such as the length of time
since the video was posted and the number of subscribers of
the YouTube channel.

This study has a few limitations that should be considered. The
most significant limitation is that the study was unable to
characterize the audience of these YouTube videos. Therefore,
the proportion of views that could be attributed to medical
students could not be gauged. Future studies should utilize
YouTube Analytics to survey the audience [12]. Other
limitations which also prevented characterization of the audience
include YouTube channels turning off the feedback and
commenting feature. Moreover, the small sample size in certain
categories was a limitation in this study. This limitation was
weighed against the decreased relevance of videos as the overall
sample size of the study increased. Outside of the first 50 search
results were less relevant videos about other topics such as
rooftop shingles.

Although this study to a certain degree supports the quality of
YouTube videos on shingles for medical education, more
evaluation is needed for this growing platform. Future studies
should examine how medical students may utilize social media
platforms to share such videos. Some studies have suggested
that platforms such as WhatsApp and Instagram were highly
efficacious in the dissemination of educational information
linked to YouTube videos [13,14].

YouTube is an efficient and accessible resource for medical
students to supplement their learning. Half of the videos
reviewed were associated with verified physicians most of which
had an academic affiliation. This study supports to a certain
degree the academic quality of YouTube videos about shingles
produced for medical education. This provides reassurance to
viewers that the information they are receiving is accurate.
However, more studies in the future will be needed to assess
the utility of YouTube as a tool for medical education.
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