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Friend 
or Foe?

by Chow Ee-Tan

Online videos for sharing medical 
knowledge and procedures — 
and their quality and utility — 

have received more attention in the 
last couple of years, especially during 
the COVID-19 pandemic when many 
countries went through lockdowns of 
various degrees. 

YouTube, being the largest and most 
used video-sharing website worldwide, 
has the potential to disseminate medical 
information and opportunities for 
medical learning.

Some medical studies have reported that 
YouTube is currently the main platform 
used by surgeons to prepare for surgical 

procedures,1-2 including vitreoretinal 
surgery.  

Drawbacks of YouTube for 
surgical study…
Traditionally, surgical training has always 
been face-to-face between a mentor 
and his trainees — and many of these 
surgical techniques involve complexity. 
Surgical videos on YouTube are tools 
that can be useful and appropriate to 
complement surgical learning, provided 
the content has an educational purpose 
and the video has good quality and 
detailed explanations. 

It is di!cult to adopt control and 
validation measures for surgical videos 
on YouTube and other social media 
platforms. Their quality, utility and 
reliability are questionable as the 
content can be posted by any surgeon 
whose background may not be known, 
without a review and quality-control 
process. 

Many recent scientific studies on 
the reliability of YouTube videos in 
vitreoretinal surgery have come to the 
conclusion that those videos were of low 
quality and reliability, and recommend 
the need for a standardized system on 
how to present retinal surgical videos on 
the internet.
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“Videos posted to the public domain 
on di"erent social media, most 
often YouTube, are widespread and 
unregulated for providing complimentary 
surgical education. Retinal societies 
should formulate guidelines and 
improve the educational value of the 
surgical videos posted on the internet,” 
concluded a report entitled Evaluation of 
quality and utility of YouTube vitreoretinal 
surgical videos published in International 
Journal of Retina and Vitreous.3

The study evaluated the utility and 
quality of surgical videos posted on 
the main retina YouTube channels by 
surgeons at di"erent career stages 
and assessed how well the steps of the 

vitrectomy videos conformed to the 
parameters in the Casey Eye Institute 
Vitrectomy Indices Tool for Skills 
assessment (CEIVITS) scale.

Forty-five videos were included from nine 
retinal YouTube channels posted from 
2011 to 2021. For each surgeon, 10 
videos were randomized and the utility, 
quality and educational content were 
assessed. For each video, the surgeons 
also assessed how the validated CEIVITS 
items were presented in the videos. 
The surgeons were divided based on 
years of experience: fellows (0-3 years), 
young surgeons (4-10 years), and senior 
surgeons (more than 10  years).

The fellows presented a detailed 
assessment of the quality and utility of 
vitreoretinal surgical videos in the public 
domain and available on YouTube based 
on the perspective of the surgeons at 
di"erent career stages. The topics most 
frequently addressed in the sample were 
rhegmatogenous retinal detachments, 
macular holes, and intraocular lens 
implantation in the absence of adequate 
capsular support. 

The study found that the video image 
quality was rated as good in 63.52% of 
evaluations, moderate in 30.37%, and 
poor in 6.11%. The quality assessment 
of the videos among the groups did not 
di"er.

“The learning curve associated with 
vitreoretinal surgery can be long and 
requires the development of key surgical 
skills. Medical professionals today have 
access to several tools, and the use of 
online resources has become part of the 
educational process.2

“Surgical videos are an example in which 
the combination of figures, captions 
and diagrams can be added to facilitate 
learning. A wide range of free online 
retinal surgical videos is available on 
di"erent social media sites, which 
provides access to information in a fast, 
practical, and inexpensive way, and 
eliminates the limitations imposed by 
geographic and time barriers,” the study 
quoted.4-5

…and the benefits
On the positive note, it states both 
experienced surgeons and trainees 
can benefit from watching surgical 
video content, either to review a rarely 
performed procedure, improve technical 
details, or discover di"erent solutions 
that other colleagues have performed. 

Analysis from the study shows more 
inexperienced surgeons (fellows or 
those with careers shorter than 10 
years), reported significantly greater use 
of videos than experienced surgeons 
(with careers longer than 10 years). 
The average utility score in this group 
was 3.47 on a scale of 1-5. The general 
average of the study sample was 3.83. 
Similarly, the analysis of the educational 
content found that the fellows learned 
something new from the videos 34.76% 
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of the time (p < 0.05), and the more 
experienced surgeons reported learning 
something new 19.17% of the time.  

Standardization is needed
Meanwhile, a rate of 26.85% for 
controversial and/or inappropriate 
content was found in the videos. The 
study suggests that important measures 
to standardize the editing and the 
content of these videos should be 
studied and published to reduce the 
chances of including educationally 
inappropriate materials.

There is a need for a standardized 
system on how to present retinal surgical 
videos on the Internet. International 
committees can meet to publish a 
consensus to guide creation of high-
quality educational videos. 

Another study entitled Reliability of 
YouTubes Videos in Vitreoretinal Surgery6 
published online on September 1, 2021, 
investigated the reliability and quality 
of vitreoretinal surgery videos posted to 
YouTube.

The researchers searched with keywords 
“vitrectomy,” “retinal surgery,” and 
“vitreoretinal surgery” on YouTube and 
took into account total view counts, 
numbers of comments, likes and 
dislikes, publishing dates, and source 
of videos were recorded. Educational 
quality and accuracy of the video 
content were evaluated using the 
DISCERN score, Journal of the American 
Medical Association (JAMA) scoring 
system, and Global Quality Scores 
(GQS).

There were 208 videos included in 

the study: 152 (73.1%) videos were 
uploaded by doctors and 56 (26.9%) 
videos uploaded by non-doctors. Mean 
DISCERN, JAMA, and GQS scores were 
37.65 ± 10.49 (20-69), 0.82 ± 0.52  
(0-4), 2.86 ± 0.86 (1-5), respectively.

The study came to the conclusion that  
“vitreoretinal surgery videos on YouTube 
were of low quality and reliability. Those 
who want to use YouTube videos as 
a reference for vitreoretinal surgery 
should pay extra attention to selection of 
content.”

Meanwhile, a study entitled Evaluation 
of the Usefulness of YouTube Videos 
on Retinal Detachment Surgery7 was 
published on November 10, 2021 to 
specifically evaluate YouTube videos on 
retinal detachment surgery. 

One hundred videos were scanned 
using the keyword “retinal detachment 
surgery” in the YouTube search engine. 
These videos were analyzed and also 
scored using DISCERN, Journal of the 
American Medical Association (JAMA), 
and Global Quality (GQ) scoring systems. 

Results show that the DISCERN score 
of the evaluated videos was 39.5±8.4; 
the JAMA score was 1.9±0.5; and the 
GQ score was 2.1±0.5. According to 
the results, retinal detachment surgery 
videos, DISCERN score is medium, 
the JAMA score was evaluated as low 
quality, and poor quality in the GQ score. 

The study concludes that “YouTube 
videos labeled ‘retinal detachment 
surgery’ often contain poor content 
quality and incomplete information.” It 
adds that in order for these videos to be 
used as a source of information, they 
should be “recorded by more qualified 

professionals, presenting their content 
and all information about all treatment 
options, complications, and healing 
processes in an objective way.”

It states that the rise in published 
studies on YouTube, video reliability is 
proof that increased opportunity has 
led to the increase and dissemination of 
false and even harmful information. 

However, the researchers admitted the 
limitation of the study. There wasn't 
enough information about the pre- 
and postoperative videos that they 
considered surgical, and the videos 
evaluated were only in English. Thus, 
further studies are needed to accurately 
evaluate YouTube videos for retinal 
detachment. 
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