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Social Media and Public Health:
Opportunities in apparent chaos





Social Media and Public Health

1. How does it fit into the traditional public 
health structure?

2. How do we find signals in it?
3. How can we use it in research?
4. How can you use it professionally?
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Finding a Signal



H1N1 reports from Outbreaks Near Me 
and from CDC lab data



Flu‐related tweets and ILI‐related ED visits in NYC



H7N9: Finding a signal in silence



H7N9: Finding a signal in silence



H7N9 and 
Social Media

On April 3, 2013, a 
post on Chinese 
microblogging site, 
Weibo, from a 
Nanjing Hospital 
employee, reported a 
confirmed case of 
H7N9.



April 3 2013
This post forced the 
Hospital employees 
to publically confirm 
the case on Weibo, 
shortly after.



Unlikely cover‐
up…insights from 
Baidu

Flu related search query volume



Research opportunities from social 
media and crowdsourcing



HOW IT WORKS
REGISTER ONLINE BY 
COMPUTER OR PHONE



WEEKLY SURVEY
NOTIFIED BY EMAIL OR 
PUSH NOTIFICATION



FORM AFTER ILLNESS 
INDICATION



SEE THE SPREAD OF FLU 
THROUGH CROWDSOURCING



VISUALIZE LOCAL ILLNESS



VISUALIZE REGIONAL ILLNESS



FLU NEAR YOU APP     





Nature 494,
155–156 (14 
February 2013)



Integrating Diagnostics



Social Media for skeptical beginners:
Create a “list” of a few reliable sources
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Thank you!


