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1. Introduction

Aim: This study aimed to examine the effects of health-related content on social media on
nursing students’ health behaviors, approaches to information, and professional attitudes,
as well as its reflections on individual health practices, perceptions of information
security, and professional identity development. Methods: The study was conducted
using a qualitative phenomenological design. Semi-structured in-depth interviews were
carried out with 20 nursing students enrolled at a foundation university in Istanbul. Data
were analyzed using thematic analysis. Results: Three main themes emerged from the
analysis: (1) Access to and Approach toward Health Information, (2) Impact on Health
Behaviors, and (3) Professional Identity and Role Perception. Participants reported that
social media facilitated access to health information and encouraged healthy lifestyle
behaviors. However, information overload, conflicting content, and concerns regarding
the reliability of information complicated decision-making processes. In addition,
idealized portrayals of nursing on social media influenced students’ perceptions of
professional identity. Conclusion: Social media plays a significant role in shaping nursing
students’ health behaviors and professional identity development. Strengthening digital
health literacy and critical media literacy skills within nursing education may help
students evaluate online health information more effectively and develop a more realistic
understanding of their professional roles.

highlights that accessing online health information
empowers individuals' health-related decision-

In an era of accelerating digitalization, social
media has transcended its role as a mere tool for
interpersonal communication to become a crucial
platform for accessing information, shaping
behaviors, and raising social awareness[1]. This
transformation is distinctly felt in the healthcare
sector, where individuals can access health
information more quickly and easily, make health-
related decisions, and restructure their behaviors
based on this content [2].

Social media not only facilitates access to
information but also enhances individuals'
perceived control over their health. Mano [3],

making processes and supports health literacy. This
makes the process of accessing and evaluating
information on digital platforms meaningful within
the context of "health empowerment".

However, the quality and accuracy of health
content circulating on social media are frequently
questioned. Content that has not been verified or
lacks a scientific basis, such as unhealthy diet
recommendations, incorrect treatment approaches,
and misleading health beliefs, can lead to their
widespread dissemination [4]. Naeem et al. [5],
emphasize that fake health news on social media
negatively affects individuals’ decisions and poses
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serious risks to public health. Similarly, Chen and
Wang [6], state that while social media platforms
increase access to health information, the
heterogeneous quality of the content places the
responsibility for evaluating its reliability on the
users.

At this point, critical digital media literacy is
particularly important for aspiring health
professionals. Sanders et al. [7], note that
individuals, especially older adults, approach health
information on digital platforms cautiously and
question its reliability. Jia et al. [8], in their
systematic review, found that individuals
frequently use digital channels to access health
information but have difficulty evaluating the
reliability of this information.

Social media has become a primary source of
health information, particularly for young adults.
Individuals in this age group actively search for and
share health information online, integrating it into
their daily lives. Prybutok and Ryan [9], state that
college students aged 18-30 intensively use social
media not only for news but also to access health
information and apply it to their daily practices.
Additionally, personalized health content presented
through social media algorithms causes individuals
to encounter themes that interest them more
frequently, making the information acquisition
process more dynamic [10].

Despite this accessibility, controlling the
accuracy of content shared on social media presents
a significant challenge. Kong et al. [11], found in
their study of diabetes-related videos on TikTok
that a significant portion of this content was of low
quality and contained unscientific information.
Similarly, Yeung, Ng, and Abi-Jaoude [12], stated
that the vast majority of TikTok videos on ADHD
provided medically inaccurate, misleading, and
generalized information. These findings suggest
that health-themed content on social media can put
individuals’ decision-making processes at risk.

In this context, it is a timely and relevant
research topic to examine how nursing students
perceive health content on social media, to what
extent they find this content reliable, and the effects
of this information on their health behaviors and
professional attitudes. Nursing students must
evaluate health-related content not only for their
personal lives but also in relation to their future
professional roles. Therefore, understanding the
effects of digital health content on individual health
behaviors and professional identity development is
crucial [13].

The literature contains findings that social
media influences nursing students' information
acquisition processes, shapes their perception of
professional roles, and can encourage healthy

lifestyle behaviors [14, 15]. However, it is also noted
that individuals with low health literacy are more
susceptible to misleading content, which can lead to
risky health behaviors [16]. Therefore, the ability to
evaluate the reliability of digital content, developed
alongside professional knowledge, emerges as a
critical competency area for both individual health
management and professional practice.

This study qualitatively examines the effects
of health-themed content on social media on
nursing students' health behaviors, professional
attitudes, and social health awareness. The aim is to
provide a multilayered assessment of how aspiring
health professionals are affected by and manage
this influence in an increasingly digital society.
Given the exploratory nature of qualitative
research, the findings should be interpreted within
the context of the participants involved and are not
intended to represent all nursing students.

2. Materials And Methods
2.1. Research Design

This study was conducted with a qualitative
research design based on a phenomenological
approach to deeply examine the effects of health
content on social media on nursing students' health
behaviors. This approach aims to uncover
participants’ subjective experiences of a specific
phenomenon and the meanings they attach to these
experiences [17].

2.2. Research Group

The study sample consisted of 20
undergraduate nursing students enrolled at a
foundation university in Istanbul. Participants were
selected using a criterion sampling technique, one
of the purposive sampling methods [18]. The
criteria for participation were: (1) having at least
one active social media account, (2) having
encountered health content on social media
platforms, and (3) being willing to participate in the
research. The ages of the participants ranged from
18 to 24, with 16 females and 4 males. The students
were from the 1st to 4th years.

2.3. Data Collection Method

Data were collected through individual in-
depth interviews using a semi-structured interview
form developed by the researchers. The interviews
were conducted face-to-face, and with the
participants’ permission, audio recordings were
made. Each interview lasted an average of 30-45
minutes. The interviews were conducted in a
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university room where the participant could feel
comfortable. The interview form included open-
ended questions, such as:

"How do you evaluate the health content you
encounter on social media?"
"How does this content affect your daily health
behaviors?".

The semi-structured interview form was
developed by the researchers based on the relevant
literature [2, 8, 13] and the objectives of the study.
To enhance the content validity and clarity of the
interview questions, the interview guide was
reviewed by an academic expert experienced in
qualitative research. Revisions were made in
accordance with the expert’s recommendations
regarding the  wording, sequence, and
comprehensibility of the questions.

Prior to the main data collection process, pilot
interviews were conducted with two nursing
students who met the inclusion criteria. The pilot
interviews were performed to assess the clarity,
relevance, and flow of the interview questions.
Minor modifications were made based on
participants’ feedback, and the final version of the
interview guide was subsequently used in the study.
Data obtained from the pilot interviews were not
included in the final analysis.

After the interviews, the audio recordings
were transcribed verbatim by the researchers, and
personal data were anonymized.

2.4. Data Analysis

The collected data were analyzed using Braun
and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis approach
[19]. First, all interview transcripts were
transcribed verbatim and read repeatedly by the
researchers to achieve familiarity with the data.
Meaningful statements related to the research aim
were identified and assigned initial codes. The
coding process was conducted manually without
the use of qualitative data analysis software.

Following the initial coding stage, similar
codes were grouped together and organized into
sub-themes and broader themes. The researchers
continuously compared codes and categories
throughout the analysis process to ensure
conceptual consistency and coherence. Theme
development was performed iteratively, with
themes being reviewed, refined, and renamed until
a final thematic structure was established.

To enhance the trustworthiness of the findings, two
researchers independently reviewed and coded the
transcripts.  Differences in  coding and
interpretation were discussed until consensus was
reached. Investigator triangulation was achieved
through this independent coding process. In

addition, an experienced qualitative researcher
reviewed the coding framework, thematic
structure, and interpretation of findings to
strengthen the credibility and dependability of the
analysis.

Direct quotations from participants were
used to support the identified themes and to
provide transparency between the raw data and the
analytical interpretations.

2.5. Ethical Principles

The research was conducted after obtaining
the necessary approval from the Yeditepe
University Clinical Research Ethics Committee
(Ethics Committee No: 202312Y0708 / Date:
13.12.2024). All participants were informed about
the purpose and process of the research, and their
written and verbal consent was obtained via an
Informed Voluntary Consent Form. Participants had
the right to withdraw from the study at any time,
and utmost care was taken to maintain
confidentiality and privacy throughout the process.

3. Results

This study examined the effect of health-
related content shared on social media on nursing
students’ health behaviors, professional attitudes,
and public health awareness within the framework
of three main themes and seven sub-themes. The
majority of the participants were female (n=16).
Their ages ranged from 20 to 24. Among the
students interviewed, 10 were in their 4th year, 6
were in their 3rd year, and 4 were in their 2nd year.

3.1. Theme 1: Access to and Approach toward
Health Information on Social Media

3.1.1. Sub-theme
1.1: Ease of access and curiosity

Participants stated that social media
platforms make it easier to access health-related
content and that the curiosity-provoking nature of
this content encourages individuals to do more
research. They emphasized that particularly
engaging headlines, videos, and links create
awareness of health topics among students, with
information acting as a trigger at the intersection of
daily life and the digital sphere.

“I saw a post about nutrition on social media,
I clicked the link and read it. Easy access encourages
me.” (P7, Female, 21 years old, 4th year)

“Now I even follow health news on Instagram.”
(P16, Female, 22 years old, 3rd year)
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3.1.2. Sub-theme

1.2: Critical evaluation and questioning of
reliability

Participants noted that they do not always
trust the accuracy of health content on social media
and therefore critically filter the content. They
stated that their theoretical knowledge from
nursing education makes them more careful about
questioning the scientific basis of health
recommendations, checking sources, and filtering
the discourse of popular content creators.
Participants expressed that it can be risky for
influencers without medical or nursing education to
make health recommendations. They emphasized
that such content has the potential to cause
behavioral changes in some individuals but lacks
scientific reliability.

“I come across influencer nurses, but some of
the things they say seem unscientific.” (P12,
Female, 22 years old, 4th year)

“Someone who isn't a doctor gives health
advice, but people believe it.” (P5, Female, 22 years
old, 4th year)

“Misinformation is very common, I don’t take
most of it seriously.” (P17, Male, 24 years old, 2nd

year)

3.1.3. Sub-theme
1.3: Information overload and indecision

Participants stated that encountering
contradictory information and advice on the same
topic on social media causes confusion. Coming
across multiple opinions creates indecision about
which information is reliable and applicable,
making the process of accessing information
difficult, especially for individuals with insufficient
health literacy.

“One post says ‘coffee is healthy,” another says
‘it’s harmful.’ I don’t know which is right.” (P10,
Female, 21 years old, 4th year)

“When I read three different opinions on one
topic, I get confused about what to decide.” (P19,
Male, 22 years old, 2nd year)

3.2. Theme

2: The Impact of social media on health
behaviors

3.2.1. Sub-theme
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2.1: Development of healthy lifestyle habits

Participants stated that the content
they encountered on social media sometimes
led them to adopt positive health behaviors.
They noted that content related to exercise,
nutrition, and healthy lifestyle tips was
motivating, as it both increased their
curiosity and provided practical, applicable
suggestions. Recipes found on social media
can be the first step toward changing habits.

“1 watch videos about exercise, it's
motivating.” (P3, Female, 21 years old, 4th
year)

“I tried smoothie recipes; [ felt
healthier.” (P13, Female, 24 years old, 3rd

year)
3.2.2.Sub-theme
2.2: The effect of public health campaigns

Participants noted that public health
campaigns conducted via social media reach
a large audience and create awareness in
society. They stated that sharing content
related to vaccination, organ donation, and
early diagnosis, in particular, generates
sensitivity and prompts individuals to take
action. Participants also expressed that such
posts affect not only their individual
knowledge level but also their interactions
with their surroundings.

“I think accounts that share correct
information about vaccines are very useful.”
(P8, Female, 22 years old, 4th year)

“The organ donation campaign was
very effective. Everyone shared it.” (P2,
Female, 22 years old, 4th year)

3.3. Theme

3: Shaping of professional 1dentity and
role perception

3.3.1. Sub-theme

3.1: Representations of nursing on social
media

Some participants stated that content related
to the nursing profession on social media influenced
their perceptions of professional identity and role
expectations. In particular, participants discussed
how aesthetic-focused content, highly visible nurse
influencers, and idealized portrayals of nursing may
shape both their own professional perspectives and
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society’s perception of the profession. Although
participants acknowledged the educational and
promotional value of some professional content,
they also questioned whether these representations
accurately reflected the realities of nursing practice.
This discrepancy between digital portrayals and
actual professional responsibilities prompted
critical reflection regarding professional identity
development.

“There are many aesthetic nurse profiles on
Instagram. This both makes me think and influences
me.” (P14, Female, 23 years old, 3rd year)

“There is a difference between real nursing and
its reflection on social media.” (P6, Female, 20 years
old, 4th year)

4. Discussion

4.1. Access to and Approach toward Health
Information on Social Media

This research found that nursing students
easily access health information through social
media, and attention-grabbing content, in
particular, triggers their information search.
Participants stated that the intertwined nature of
social media with daily life makes accessing
information quick and practical. This finding aligns
with the work of Prybutok and Ryan [9], who
highlighted that college students aged 18-30 highly
prefer using social media to access health
information, and that visual, personalized content
increases their motivation to acquire information.

It was also observed that social media
functions not just as a channel that facilitates access,
but as a medium that encourages users to interact
with content. Participants noted that beyond the
ease of access, factors such as the content's format,
presentation style, and recency increased their
interest. This is consistent with the findings of
Freyne et al. [10], which stated that customizing
health content to wusers' interests makes
information access more attractive and effective.

Another notable finding is that students not
only consume social media content but also
evaluate it with a critical, questioning approach,
comparing it with their professional knowledge.
They displayed a critical stance against health
recommendations presented by influencers or non-
medical individuals. This is parallel to the study by
Afful-Dadzie et al. [20], which questioned the
reliability of health content on social media. These
researchers stated that factors such as the source of
information, transparency, and scientific basis
determine content reliability and that user trust is
compromised when these criteria are not met.
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It was observed that participants, when
evaluating information security, paid attention not
only to the content but also to the expertise level of
the person sharing it, follower comments, and the
comprehensibility of the language. This aligns with
the findings of Lim et al. [21], which showed that
young individuals evaluate health content based on
the platform, content type, and reliability. It is
understood that when students' desire for quick
information access is combined with critical
thinking skills, they develop a more selective
information consumption behavior. Furthermore,
Chen and Wang [6], stated that social media
increases individuals’ access to health information
but also contains significant variations in content
quality due to user-generated content, which
increases the importance of a professional's ability
to evaluate the reliability of content.

However, this selectivity does not always
provide clarity in the decision-making process.
Participants stated that contradictory content on
the same topic complicates decision-making and
leads to a crisis of trust. This finding was also
emphasized in the systematic review by Jia, Pang,
and Liu [8]. The study noted that while individuals
searching for health information focus on recency,
content quality, and expert opinions, the abundance
of information and conflicting content make
decision-making processes difficult. Similarly, as
highlighted by Sanders et al. [7], in the context of the
"Dr. Google" phenomenon, although individuals'
access to digital health information increases, trust
does not always support this Access. Likewise,
Naeem, Bhatti, and Khan [5], emphasize that rapidly
spreading fake health news on social media can
reach a scale that not only affects individuals' access
to information but also threatens public health.

Therefore, the findings of this research
indicate that students are in a constant effort to
balance quick access to information with a
questioning of its reliability. The developed critical
health literacy level of the participants makes it
easier for them to make more conscious choices in
areas with high information overload, such as social
media. A qualitative study by Scantlebury etal. [22],
also revealed that accessing health information is
not just a technical process, but that information
overload, doubts about reliability, and uncertainty
about the source of the content create cognitive and
emotional barriers.

Contrary to some previous studies suggesting
that young adults tend to accept online health
information without critical evaluation,
participants in the present study demonstrated a
relatively critical approach toward social media
content. This difference may be explained by their
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nursing education and increased awareness of
evidence-based health information.

4.2. The Impact of Social Media on Health
Behaviors

The research findings show that the health
content nursing students encounter on social media
affects their daily behaviors and, in particular,
contributes to the promotion of healthy lifestyle
habits. Participants stated that videos encouraging
physical activity, healthy eating recipes, and advice
on mental well-being are motivating during the
process of behavioral change. These results can be
understood within the framework of Bandura's
social learning theory. From the perspective of
Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory, social media
may also influence professional identity
development through observational learning.
Participants reported being exposed to highly
visible nurse influencers and aesthetic-focused
representations of nursing on social media.
Through observation and modeling processes,
students may internalize certain professional
images, values, and role expectations presented in
digital environments. However, when these
representations differ from the realities of clinical
practice, students may experience confusion and
critically reassess their professional identity. This
finding suggests that social media functions not
only as a source of health information but also as a
social learning environment that shapes
perceptions of professional roles and identities
[23].

The potential of social media content to
positively shape health behaviors is also highlighted
in various studies conducted among young adults.
Lim et al. [21], found that young individuals are
frequently exposed to healthy lifestyle content on
visually intensive platforms like Instagram and that
this content influences their behavioral intentions.
The study noted that factors such as the quick
digestibility of health-themed content, its
personalized nature, and being shared by peers
facilitate the adoption of the content.

In this study, students stated that they put
healthy recipes into practice, turned to physical
activity, and experienced positive lifestyle changes
inspired by social media content. These findings
show that social media content is not limited to an
informational function but also serves as a tool for
mobilizing behavior. However, this behavioral
guidance depends on the accuracy of the content.
Naeem et al. [5], emphasize that due to rapidly
spreading fake health information on social media,
the probability of individuals making wrong
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decisions and developing health-risking behaviors
increases.

On the other hand, some students expressed
experiencing confusion and difficulty in making
decisions due to conflicting health information they
encountered on social media. The presentation of
contradictory advice on the same topic leads to a
crisis of trust among students and makes it difficult
to decide which information is scientifically correct.
This situation was also emphasized in the
systematic review by Jia, Pang, and Liu [8]. The
researchers noted that individuals searching for
health information on digital platforms experience
a cognitive load in their decision-making processes
due to information overload and inconsistent
content, and the risk of being led toward
misinformation increases. Kong et al. [11], stated
that a large portion of diabetes-themed content on
the TikTok platform lacks a scientific basis, which
can lead to the formation of incorrect health beliefs
in individuals. Similarly, a study by Yeung, Ng, and
Abi-Jaoude [12], showed that content related to
ADHD on TikTok was largely misleading,
generalized, and inaccurate; this content could
negatively affect the behaviors of young users in
particular.

Furthermore, this study found that public
health campaigns conducted on social media were
also effective on students. Participants stated that
campaigns, especially on topics such as vaccination,
organ donation, and mental health, created
awareness and were mobilizing because they could
reach large audiences. This finding is consistent
with the study by VukuSi¢ Rukavina et al. [24],
which evaluated the role of social media in public
health communication. This study highlighted that
social media platforms accelerate the dissemination
of public health campaigns, encourage healthy
behaviors, and empower informed decision-
making. However, Chen and Wang [6], emphasize
that while individuals can access health information
more easily on social media, it is necessary to
approach this information critically because the
content is largely user-generated.

In this context, the findings of this study show
that social media is a resource that supports the
development of healthy lifestyle behaviors at the
individual level and also has the potential to create
social  health  awareness. @ However, the
sustainability of these effects is directly related to
the reliability of the content and the users' critical
evaluation skills.
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4.3. Shaping of Professional Identity and Role
Perception

According to the findings of this research,
nursing students stated that the representations of
the nursing profession they encountered on social
media influenced their professional identity
perceptions. It was found that popular and
visualized representations, such as the "aesthetic
nurse," raised questions among students about the
profession's boundaries and sometimes caused
identity confusion. This finding is similar to that of
a study by Shamlakh et al. [25], which showed that
during the COVID-19 pandemic, healthcare workers
were first idealized as "heroes" in the media and

then rapidly devalued, being depicted as
"disposable”  individuals. @ The researchers
emphasized that such conflicting media

representations can weaken health professionals’
perceptions of their professional identity and

negatively affect their commitment to the
profession.
The superficial representation of the

profession on social media can negatively affect
students' sense of professional belonging. In their
integrative review, Teresa-Morales et al. [26],
highlighted that social stereotypes blur the
scientific aspects of the nursing profession,
overshadowing its academic level and autonomy,
while idealized and superficial representations can
weaken the development of a young professional
identity.

The findings of the research show that
students clearly recognize the difference between
the professional representations presented on
social media and clinical practices, and this
awareness is a determinant in the development of
their professional identity. Students stated that the
presentation of professional roles on social media
with only a "visual" or "aesthetic" dimension
contradicts the multidimensional nature of nursing
education, and this can also affect their motivation
toward their profession.

In line with these findings, it is recommended
that social media's professional representations be
critically addressed in nursing education and that
students be brought to a level of media literacy
where they can analyze this content. Considering
the visibility of professional role models in the
digital environment and the effect of these
representations on students, it is understood that
education should be supported not only with
clinical knowledge but also with digital awareness.

In conclusion, it can be said that the
professional representations presented on social
media have a significant effect on nursing students'
perceptions of their professional role, and these
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representations need to be critically evaluated and
balanced with educational interventions. The role of
digital media in professional identity development
has become an increasingly important area not only
for the nursing profession but for all healthcare
professional groups.

4. Limitations of the Study

Several limitations should be considered
when interpreting the findings of this study. First,
the study was conducted with a relatively small
sample of 20 nursing students from a single
foundation university in Istanbul. Therefore, the
findings reflect the experiences and perceptions of
a specific group of participants and cannot be
generalized to all nursing students or other student
populations.

Second, although criterion sampling enabled
the selection of participants with direct experience
of the phenomenon under investigation, the sample
was predominantly female (n = 16), which may have
limited the representation of diverse perspectives.
Additionally, the distribution of participants across
academic years was not balanced, with a greater
proportion of fourth-year students participating in
the study. As a result, the findings may reflect the
experiences and professional perspectives of senior
students more strongly than those of students in
earlier years of nursing education.

Finally, as with all qualitative studies, the
findings are based on participants’ subjective
experiences and interpretations. Consequently, the
results should be understood within their specific
social, educational, and cultural context rather than
as universally applicable conclusions.

4. Conclusion

This study qualitatively examined nursing
students' perceptions of health content on social
media and the effects of this content on their health
behaviors and professional role perceptions.
According to the research findings, students can
access health information quickly and easily on
social media. The attention-grabbing, curiosity-
provoking, and daily life-related nature of the
content increases their motivation to access
information.

However, this does not always align with
accessing accurate and reliable information.
Students can have difficulty making decisions when
they encounter contradictory and unscientific
content.

Students who develop a critical attitude
toward content presented by influencers or popular
accounts compare this content with the
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professional knowledge and values they have
gained from their nursing education. They state that
they are in search of reliability and scientific basis.
It was also found that aesthetic and idealized
representations of nursing on social media can
create professional identity confusion in students.
This situation can affect their sense of professional
belonging, motivation, and the extent to which they
align with professional values.

In line with these results, the following
recommendations can be made:

e (ritical Digital Literacy Education:
Educational content that develops skills in
evaluating health information sources, dealing
with misinformation, and critical digital literacy

should be integrated into the nursing
curriculum.
e Awareness Studies on Social Media

Representations: Workshops and seminars
should be organized to analyze professional
representations on social media to support the
development of professional identity during
nursing education.

e Participation in Public Health Campaigns:
Nursing students should be supported to take
an active role in reliable health campaigns and
acquire the responsibility of disseminating
accurate information.

e Interdisciplinary Collaboration: Holistic
intervention programs for digital health
information can be developed through

collaboration between health communication,
media literacy, and nursing education fields.

This study sheds light on how nursing
students perceive and evaluate social media-based
health information, offering important
contributions to both digital health literacy and
professional identity development. The findings
once again demonstrate that training health
professionals in the digital age requires not only
clinical skills but also digital awareness and critical
thinking competency.
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