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Objectives

TikTok, a social media platform, has become a prominent source of medical information.
Growing connectivity and social media have greatly enhanced the ability to disseminate
information. However, this also carries a significant risk of spreading inaccuracies and
misinformation, which could be detrimental. This study aimed to assess the content type
and quality regarding carpal tunnel syndrome, the most common peripheral nerve
entrapment, on TikTok.

Methods

A retrospective review of content related to carpal tunnel syndrome on TikTok was
conducted in September 2024. Creator type, video content, and engagement metrics were
collected. Videos were subsequently graded by two orthopedic hand surgery fellows using
two standardized grading scales: the DISCERN and Journal of the American Medical
Association (JAMA) grading systems.

Results

One hundred twenty-one carpal tunnel syndrome TikTok posts were evaluated. The
majority of the content was created by laypeople and focused on exercises for carpal
tunnel syndrome. The median views for videos were 190,700, while the median numbers
of likes, comments, and shares were 4,868, 76, and 572, respectively. Overall, videos were
rated to have poor educational quality (DISCERN score = 27) with partially sufficient
content (JAMA score = 2.9). DISCERN ratings were higher in content created by hand
surgeons (31) and non-hand surgeon physicians (36) when compared to laypeople (24),
physical therapists (26), chiropractors (29), and other content creators (28).

Conclusion

The overall educational value of TikToks related to carpal tunnel syndrome is poor, with a
notable lack of physician-created content. Healthcare professionals should acknowledge
the potential impact of poor content quality on TikTok and advise patients to consume
online medical advice content with caution.

INTRODUCTION video content has increased in popularity, particularly

through social media apps like TikTok. On TikTok, indi-
With the growing availability of digital information, many viduals can create their own videos, featuring content that
patients have turned to the internet for medical advice. For ~fanges from entertainment to education. With its 1.5 bil-
years, video platforms such as YouTube have been widely lion active monthly users and over four billion downloads,?

used for medical education.! In recent years, short-form
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TikTok represents a significant platform for medical com-
munication.

Carpal tunnel syndrome is the most common entrap-
ment neuropathy and affects between 4% and 5% of the
population, with a higher prevalence in 40- to 60-year-
olds.3#4 Carpal tunnel syndrome management begins with
conservative management for early disease with splinting
and activity modification, but can be escalated to include
corticosteroid injections and ultimately surgical interven-
tion for severe cases.’> This variation in treatment high-
lights the importance of strong patient-physician relation-
ships and a quality education on this disease to best treat
this neuropathy.

TikTok can have a beneficial role in educating patients
on their disease, diagnosis, and treatment options. It can
provide a strong sense of community and support for pa-
tients debilitated by carpal tunnel syndrome. However, the
clarity and accuracy of medical content on this app remain
largely unexplored. This study aims to evaluate the quality
and validity of TikTok content about carpal tunnel syn-
drome.

METHODS

A retrospective review of carpal tunnel syndrome content
on TikTok was performed on a one-time search in Sep-
tember 2024. The keywords “carpal tunnel syndrome” and
“#carpaltunnelsyndrome” were used to retrieve videos on a
new TikTok account to avoid being personalized by the al-
gorithm. Videos with the keywords retrieved with and with-
out relevant hashtags in the titles. We analyzed all 131
videos to determine their inclusion in the study. Videos
were excluded if they were not in English or unrelated to
carpal tunnel syndrome. Overall, 121 videos were included
in our analysis.

Creator type and the topic of each video were collected
and reported [Table 1]. For content type, videos were
counted multiple times if they fit various categories. En-
gagement data, including views, likes, comments, and
shares of each video, were collected during September 2024
[Table 2].

TikTok videos were reviewed together by two hand
surgery fellowship-trained orthopaedic surgeons. Each
video was discussed and assigned agreed-upon scores. Two
scoring systems were used to grade the content: DISCERN
and Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA)
benchmark criteria. As this study did not involve human
subjects, it was considered exempt from institutional re-
view board approval.

DISCERN QUESTIONNAIRE SCORING SYSTEM

The DISCERN instrument comprises a 16-part question-
naire, as shown in Figure 1. Each question is scored from 1
(definite NO) to 5 (definite YES). Questions 1-8 evaluate the
trustworthiness, reliability, and dependability of the source
of the content. Questions 9-15 evaluate the overall quality
of the information presented. The 16t question is an inde-
pendent overall quality rating, also on a 1-5 scale. A total

DICERN of 64-80 is considered excellent, 52-63 good, 41-51
fair, 30-40 poor, and 16-29 very poor.®

JAMA BENCHMARK CRITERIA

The JAMA benchmark criteria are a 4-point scale that rep-
resents the accuracy and reliability of online medical con-
tent [Figure 2], with an emphasis on the content creator
type, source of information, the current relevance of the
information, and disclosures of any conflicts of interest. A
score of 1 is given for each category, which includes cred-
ible authors, attribution of resources, disclosures, and cur-
rency of content. Scores can range from 0 to 4, with a score
of 0-1 indicating insufficient content, 2-3 indicating par-
tially sufficient content, and 4 indicating sufficient content.
Gradings can be seen in Table 3.7

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

Median and standard deviations (SD) were calculated for
engagement data, as the data was skewed; means were re-
ported for gradings, as the data was normally distributed.
Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) tests were conducted to com-
pare engagement metrics and ratings between creator
types, followed by post hoc pairwise t-tests to compare the
ratings between creator groups.

RESULTS

Of the 121 videos, most of the content was created by
laypeople (n = 41, 34%), with a few videos created by hand
surgeons (n = 4, 3%) and other medical doctors/osteopathic
doctors (n = 10, 8%). Categories for the content type are
listed in Table 1. The most common type of content was on
exercises and stretches for carpal tunnel syndrome (n=33,
27%), while the least common content type was on diagno-
sis (n=13, 11%).

Engagement data for all videos and videos by creator
type are presented in Table 2. Overall, physical therapists
had the greatest engagement, with an average of 2.2 million
views per video. Hand surgeons and chiropractors had the
least engagement compared to other types of creators.
However, views (p = 0.23), likes (p = 0.54), comments (p =
0.59), and shares (p = 0.09) were not significantly different
between the creator types.

Quality scores are presented in Table 3. Hand surgeons
and other medical doctor/doctor of osteopathic (MD/DO)
had the highest ratings for both DISCERN and JAMA scores.
Nonetheless, the DISCERN averages for both hand surgeons
and other MD/DO were classified as “poor,” although their
JAMA scores noted their content to be very sufficient.
Laypeople and physical therapists had the lowest ratings
using the DISCERN criteria, while chiropractors and
laypeople had the lowest JAMA scores. The DISCERN scores
for these groups rated the content as “very poor,” while the
JAMA scores suggest that the content is partially sufficient.
Between creator types, DISCERN (p=0.001) gradings were
significant, while JAMA gradings (p=0.14) were not signif-
icant. Post-hoc pairwise t-tests found that other MD/DOs

SurgiColl 2



Carpal Tunnel Syndrome Content on TikTok: An Analysis of Creators, Engagement, and Quality of Content

Table 1. Content creator type and video content for carpal tunnel syndrome-related TikToks.

Creator Type N=121 Percentage (%)
Layperson 41 34
Hand Surgeon 4 3
Other MD/DO 10 8
Physical Therapist 25 21
Chiropractor 16 13
Other 25 21
Video Content

Personal Experience 16 13
Diagnosis 13 11
Treatment (Splinting/Injections/Surgery) 24 20
Treatment (Exercises) 33 27
Treatment (Other) 24 20
Miscellaneous 29 24

MD: medical doctor; DO: doctor of osteopathic

created significantly higher rated DISCERN content than
laypeople (p=0.0008), physical therapists (p=0.004), chiro-
practors (p=0.04), and other content creators (p=0.01). All
other comparisons were not significant.

DISCUSSION

As internet connectivity continues to increase in society,
the number of people turning to the internet for health care
advice has risen steadily. It is estimated that 8 out of 10 in-
ternet users in the United States have searched for health-
care information online, with the majority using social me-
dia as a primary source of advice.® Although the internet
has advanced the way we communicate with one another,
there is a significant risk of misinformation when anyone
can post healthcare information, advice, or commentary.’
This study investigated the content related to carpal tunnel
syndrome on TikTok, which has over a billion active users
worldwide.

According to the literature, a substantial portion of
healthcare content on social media is considered to be of
poor quality, lacking reliable sources.310 In 2024, D’Am-
brosi et al. used the DISCERN and JAMA criteria to analyze
epicondylitis-related content on TikTok. They found that
healthcare professionals produced the most reliable and ac-
curate content, while non-healthcare professionals often
provided inaccurate information.!! Another study that
evaluated carpal tunnel syndrome-specific content on Tik-
Tok found a broad group of healthcare professionals (en-
compassing chiropractors, physicians, physical therapists,
and nurses) had significantly lower DISCERN scores than
laypeople.!2 Nonetheless, ratings of the content’s educa-
tional content were overall poor for all evaluated sub-
groups. Similar studies of various other orthopedic condi-
tions have found poor educational value of the majority of
content on TikTok.11.13-16

Our results show that content related to carpal tunnel
syndrome on TikTok is quite prevalent, with over 100
videos totaling more than 100 million views. However, most
of this content is being produced by laypeople and physical
therapists. Similar studies evaluating other orthopedic con-
ditions have noted a similar lack of content created by
physicians.11:13.16.17 In 2022, Chiang et al. surveyed 1,234
members of the Pediatric Orthopedic Society of North
America and found that no member had an active TikTok
account.!® Furthermore, as a social media platform, TikTok
was noted to have a negative perception amongst ortho-
pedic surgeons.!® Since this study, the rates of orthopedic
surgeons on TikTok have likely increased, as 11% of our
videos were created by MDs/DOs, with 3% of videos created
by hand surgeons. Nonetheless, our results still highlight a
paucity in physician-created content on this social media
platform.

The lack of physician-created content may be further
compounded by the relatively low engagement metrics seen
in this cohort. Physical therapists had the greatest mean
engagement metrics, although this difference was not sig-
nificant. Conversely, hand surgeons had the lowest engage-
ment metrics in all categories evaluated. Other studies
evaluating engagement on TikTok and Instagram content
pertaining to common orthopedic conditions found that
physicians had significantly less engagement compared to
non-physicians.1®19 The current trend in non-MDs/DOs
creating social media content with more engagement and
overall lower quality scores is concerning. Strategies for
physicians to increase engagement include creating suc-
cinct videos, free of medical jargon, that incorporate humor
through the use of puns, jokes, or skits to create enter-
taining and educational content. Videos emphasizing pre-
vention and beneficial behavioral health habits are also
concepts that have been found to increase patient engage-
ment.20 By increasing engagement on quality content,
physicians can help circumvent misconceptions and misin-
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Table 2. Engagement data, including views, likes, comments, and shares, for all videos and by creator type.

N=121

Median £ SD
All Videos
Views 190,700+ 2,361,798
Likes 4,868+ 121,514
Comments 76+ 1,170
Shares 572+ 12,207
Layperson (n=41)
Views 104,500 + 2,169,151
Likes 1,579 +102,793
Comments 77 +1,176
Shares 110+ 9,155
Hand Surgeon (n=4)
Views 83,700 + 566,209
Likes 779+4,528
Comments 39+47
Shares 99 + 88
Other MD/DO (n=10)
Views 284,150 + 1,655,460
Likes 3,216 +25,376
Comments 95+ 685
Shares 509 +2,762
Physical Therapist (n=25)
Views 708,900 + 3,816,818
Likes 10,700 + 222,766
Comments 104+ 1,970
Shares 5,617 £21,508
Chiropractor (n=16)
Views 165,250 + 944,562
Likes 4868 +57,614
Comments 67 +239
Shares 843+4,539
Other (n=25)
Views 182,700+ 1,553,588
Likes 3,343 +£46,663
Comments 64+520
Shares 466 + 8,548

MD: medical doctor; DO: doctor of osteopathic

formation and amplify resources for patients to better un-
derstand their health conditions. Healthcare professionals
should acknowledge the reach and impact that social media
can have on patient care and provide appropriate counsel-
ing to patients on how to consume online medical content
with caution.

Our results show that the majority of carpal tunnel syn-
drome content was rated as having poor or very poor ed-
ucational value according to the DISCERN criteria and as
partially sufficient according to the JAMA criteria metrics.

Although there was an upward trend among hand surgeons
and MD/DOs, who created the highest-scoring content, the
overall average DISCERN scores for these creators were still
found to be in the “poor” educational content category.
This may be partially attributed to content creators using
social media as an outlet to post satire, jokes, or skits.
While entertaining, this content may have limited educa-
tional value for viewers. Prior studies suggest that neither
healthcare professionals nor non-healthcare professionals
consistently produce high-quality content on TikTok. A
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Figure 1. DISCERN Questionnaire Question List

1. Aretheaimsclear?
2. Doesitachieve its aims?
3. Isitrelevant?
4. Isit clear what sources of information were used to compile the video?
5. Isitclear when the information used or reported in the video was produced
6. Isitbalanced and unbiased
7. Doesit provide details of additional sources of support and information?
8. Doesi it refer to areas of uncertainty?
9. Does it describe how each treatment works?
10. Does it describe the benefits of each treatment?
11. Does it describe the risks of each treatment?
12. Does it describe what would happen if no treatment is used?
13. Does it describe how the treatment choices affect the overall quality of life?
14. lsitclear that there may be more than one possible treatment choice?
15. Does it provide support for shared decision-making?
16.

Based on the answers to all of the above questions, rate the overall quality of the video as a source of information about treatment choices.

Figure 2. JAMA Benchmark Criteria

Criteria Description

Authorship Authors and contributors, their affiliations, and relevant credentials should be provided

Attribution References and sources for all content should be listed clearly, and all relevant copyright information noted

Disclosure Web site “ownership” should be prominently and fully disclosed, as should any sponsorship, advertising,
underwriting, or commercial funding

Currency Dates that the content was posted and updated should be indicated

study that also examined carpal tunnel syndrome on TikTok
only distinguished between creators who were healthcare
professionals and those who were not. Nonetheless, both
groups were found to produce low-quality content, with
healthcare professionals receiving an average DISCERN
score of 30.6 and non-healthcare professionals receiving
an average score of 28.3. A possible explanation for this is
that TikTok videos are too short in length to provide suffi-
cient educational material that would result in a high score.
A similar study on ankle sprains also categorized creators
into healthcare professionals and non-healthcare profes-
sionals, finding that content created by healthcare profes-
sionals had higher DISCERN scores (29.5 vs. 26.9). However,
both categories were classified as “very poor.”1> Our hand
surgeon and other MD/DO groups displayed higher DIS-
CERN scores compared to these studies, which may be be-
cause non-MD/DO healthcare professionals were excluded
from these groups.

This study has several limitations. Our methods for
searching TikTok videos likely included most, but not all,
videos relevant to this study. Additionally, our study em-
ployed two raters from a single academic medical center,
which may contribute to biases in the rating of results. Ad-
ditionally, each video received only one score based on a
discussion between the two hand surgeons; having more
reviewers would add to the strength of this study. Also, a
limited number of videos were analyzed, which may limit
the generalizability of these findings. There was also lim-
ited content created by hand surgeons (n=4), which likely
underpowers our statistical analysis of these ratings. Lastly,
our analysis of TikTok videos did not include variables such

as video length or the use of captions and graphics, which
may have affected the videos’ scores. Nonetheless, our re-
sults align with many similar studies that have evaluated
other orthopedic conditions, highlighting an overall lack of
physician-created content and a generally poor rating for
orthopedic TikTok content.!1:13-15

CONCLUSION

Carpal tunnel syndrome-related TikTok content is of poor
educational quality, with the majority of content created
by laypeople rather than healthcare professionals. TikToks
created by non-hand surgeon MD/DO physicians received
a higher DISCERN rating than those created by laypeople,
physical therapists, and chiropractors. However, they were
still rated to be of poor quality. Healthcare professionals
should acknowledge the potential impact of poor content
quality on TikTok and explore ways to dispel misinforma-
tion by increasing their social media presence, while advis-
ing patients to consume online medical content with cau-
tion.
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Table 3. DISCERN and JAMA Scores for All Videos and Creator Types

N=121

Mean £ SD
All Videos
DISCERN 27.17 £8.22
JAMA 2.91+0.93
Layperson (n=41)
DISCERN 24.12+7.66
JAMA 2.70+0.94
Hand Surgeon (n=4)
DISCERN 31.00+10.61
JAMA 3.13%£1.65
Other MD/DO (n=10)
DISCERN 36.10+7.96
JAMA 3.53+0.30
Physical Therapist (n=25)
DISCERN 2640+5.72
JAMA 2.94+0.75
Chiropractor (n=16)
DISCERN 28.63+10.09
JAMA 272+1.14
Other (n=25)
DISCERN 27.70+7.25
JAMA 3.07+0.88

DISCERN and JAMA benchmark criteria scores for all videos and by creator type. A total DICERN of 64-80 is considered excellent, 52-63 good, 41-51 fair, 30-40 poor, and 16-29 very
poor. JAMA benchmark criteria scores range from 0 to 4, with a score of 0-1 indicating insufficient content, 2-3 indicating partially sufficient content, and 4 indicating sufficient con-

tent.
MD: medical doctor; DO: doctor of ostepathic
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