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Background

There is significant perinatal morbidity and mortality of opioid use disorder.

Objective

As YouTube becomes an increasingly prevalent source for medical education among the
patient population, this project aims to evaluate the utility of YouTube as a source of

education on opioid use disorder (OUD).

Study Design

The first 100 YouTube videos for each of the following search terms were evaluated based
on a variety of descriptive characteristics and by a scale developed from the American
College of Obstetrics and Gynecology patient education resource (Table 1): “How to quit
opioids during pregnancy”, “opioid addiction treatment during pregnancy,” and “opioid

detox during pregnancy.”

Results

The average views for videos targeting the general public were 20,456 views. Of these

videos, the average utility score was 4.03.

Conclusion

This study not only highlights the shortcomings of current YouTube resources regarding
this topic, but also emphasizes the need for further resource investment by the medical
community utilizing YouTube as a resource for improving health literacy.

INTRODUCTION

The prevalence of Opioid Use Disorder (OUD) during preg-
nancy has paralleled the rising levels of the disease
throughout the country. The significant maternal, prenatal,
perinatal, and neonatal morbidity and mortality of this dis-
ease is well established (“Committee Opinion No. 711: Opi-
oid Use and Opioid Use Disorder in Pregnancy” 2017). Ba-
bies born from mothers using opioids have an increased
risk of fetal growth restriction, placental abruption, fetal
death, preterm labor, and intrauterine passage of meco-
nium (“Committee Opinion No. 711: Opioid Use and Opioid
Use Disorder in Pregnancy” 2017). Withdrawal during preg-
nancy similarly holds a risk of preterm birth, fetal stress,
and even fetal death (“Committee Opinion No. 711: Opioid
Use and Opioid Use Disorder in Pregnancy” 2017). The in-
creasing prevalence of associated risks is exacerbated by
poor health literacy, as recent evidence has demonstrated
an association between low health literacy and higher fre-
quencies of preterm birth and small for gestational age ba-
bies (Yee et al. 2020). In order to address and minimize
these risks, patient education is crucial. Around the world

people of all backgrounds, education levels, and incomes
are looking to YouTube as a source of medical education
(Tackett et al. 2018). The purpose of our project was to eval-
uate the utility of YouTube videos as a source of medical
education on opioid use disorder during pregnancy.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

A YouTube search was conducted on October 26th, 2019
with the following search terms: “How to quit opioids dur-
ing pregnancy,” “opioid addiction treatment during preg-
nancy,” and “opioid detox during pregnancy.” The first 100
videos for each search term, sorted by relevance, were saved
and videos were excluded if they were duplicates, silent
videos, in a language other than English, or if there was no
mention of opioid use disorder or pregnancy. They were an-
alyzed on the following descriptive characteristics: length,
number of views, date published, targeted audience (pro-
fessionals or patients/general public), and video source
type (personal, professional, news, webinar/conference). A
12-point scale was developed matching the American Col-
lege of Obstetrics and Gynecology patient education re-
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Table 1. Proposed Utility Scale

Key Areas of Content
What are opioids?
What defines opioid substance abuse?
Prescription opioids can lead to abuse
What are the risks during a pregnancy?
Placental abruption
Prenatal complications
Preterm birth/labor
Stillbirth

Neonatal Abstinence Syndrome

How is it treated during pregnancy?
Methadone
Buprenorphine
Explanation of access/administration of meds
Benefits of Treatment
Risks of Treatment
Breastfeeding on Methadone/Buprenorphine

How to get help

source (Table 1). This scale was applied to each video in or-
der to evaluate its utility for a patient population. Videos
were sorted based on how many of the 12 points were in-
cluded. Less than 3 points were deemed poor utility, 3.0 to
5.9, mild utility, 6.0 to 8.9, moderate utility, and 9.0 to 12,
excellent utility. Due to the qualitative nature of the key ar-
eas of content utilized in the scale, if there was not a clear
discrimination on if the content was present or not, the
authors deliberated between themselves. The primary out-
come was to assess the use and utility of these videos by
the general public by average views and by the aforemen-
tioned scoring criteria. Secondary outcomes included spe-
cific observations on the presence or absence of each key
area of content in these videos. Statistical evaluation was
performed with the Student’s T-test. This was a descriptive
study and it did not require IRB approval as only a public
resource was reviewed.

RESULTS

Of the 300 videos in total, 113 remained after exclusion cri-
teria was applied, 86 of those had a targeted audience of a
patient or the general public. The source type of the videos
varied from professional videos (36), personal videos (17),
news clips (31), and webinars/conferences (2). The primary
outcome, the average views for videos targeting the general
public, was 20,456 views. Of these videos, the average util-
ity score was 4.03. Three of these videos qualified as excel-
lent utility, 19 were moderate utility, 35 were mild utility,
and 29 were poor utility. There was no significant difference
between the average number of views for each utility score
(p-value > 0.05), which can be seen in Table 4.
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In a comparison of videos created by healthcare profes-
sionals (e.g., professional videos and webinars/conferences)
versus the non-professionally made videos (e.g., personal
videos and news clips), the average utility scores were 4.28
and 3.83, respectively (Table 3). The difference between
these values was found to be statistically insignificant (p-
value = 0.419). The number of views on healthcare-created
videos was found to be less, on average, than non-health-
care-created videos (68,583 vs. 302,596 views, respec-
tively), though this was statistically insignificant as well
(p-value = 0.257). There was a statistically significant dif-
ference in the mean length of videos created by healthcare
professionals versus the non-healthcare created videos (9
minutes vs. 4.4 minutes, respectively; p-value = 0.034).

Our secondary outcomes yielded the results seen in table
2. Notably, one half failed to define opioid use disorder, and
48% failed to define what an opioid is (Table 2).

DISCUSSION

PRINCIPAL FINDINGS

YouTube videos are a highly utilized resource for education
by pregnant mothers searching for help with OUD, however,
these videos are lacking in breadth and quality of medical
knowledge.

RESULTS

Recognition and treatment of opioid use disorder during
pregnancy allows for prevention of the direct risks of opi-
oids to mother and fetus, in addition to indirect risks such
as transmission of HIV and hepatitis B through the sharing
of needles. The availability of treatment may be the most
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Table 2. Data on videos with targeted audience of patient (total 86 videos)

Characteristic of Video

Views (average)

Average score

Defines Opioids

Defines Opioid Use Disorder

Includes consequences of OUD during prenatal period
Neonatal abstinence Syndrome

Ability to breastfeed

Mentions treatment

Includes how to get help

Professional
Personal
News
Webinar

Result Percentage (86 videos = 100%)
20,456 views
4.03
45 videos 52%
43 videos 50%
23 videos 27%
61 videos 71%
2 videos 2%
55 videos 64%
22 videos 26%
36 videos 42%
17 videos 20%
31 videos 36%
2 videos 2%

Table 3. Comparison of scores of videos created by healthcare professionals vs. by non-healthcare professionals

€ 0 4.28 3.83 0.419*
ber of video 38 48 N/A
ber vie 68583.34 302596.04 0.257*

Notes: *p-value not significant (p-value > 0.05)

Table 4. Comparison of mean number of views for videos by utility score

Excellent

141514.67*

Utility score:

Mean number of views

Moderate

18909.21* 133275.80* 382330.97*

Number of videos 3

19 35 29

Notes: *p-value not significant (p-value > 0.05)

influential information to be included in patient education,
as it offers hope and encouragement to mothers. Yet, only
26% of videos offered information directing mothers to
help.

Medication assisted treatment (MAT) is an evidence-
based practice utilizing medications such as buprenorphine
or methadone to alleviate cravings and withdrawal (Chavan
et al. 2017). This practice was only mentioned in 55 (64%)
of the videos, even though MAT is proven to be superior
to other forms of treatment for relapse prevention (Chavan
et al. 2017). We found that these resources failed to pro-
mote the mother-baby dyad, with a particular focus (71%)
on Neonatal Abstinence Syndrome, but little acknowledg-
ment of the maternal risks (27%).

Some videos offered anecdotes commenting on the ben-
efits of MAT therapy, others provided anecdotes of self-
medicating with Kratom, an opioid agonist purchased eas-
ily and legally on the internet. This poses the obvious risk
of dosing, as women not under supervision of a healthcare
provider, can overdose while attempting to self-manage

opioid withdrawal (Chavan et al. 2017). Additionally, preg-
nant women attempting to self-manage withdrawal can put
the fetus at risk, with a risk of fetal distress and even fetal
demise (“Committee Opinion No. 711: Opioid Use and Opi-
oid Use Disorder in Pregnancy” 2017).

Unexpectedly, the average utility score of the videos pro-
duced by healthcare professionals was not significantly
higher than the videos produced by non-healthcare profes-
sionals (4.28 vs. 3.83, respectively, with p-value = 0.419).
This suggests that the videos currently available on
YouTube are largely lacking in comprehensive, patient-ori-
ented information regarding OUD during pregnancy, re-
gardless of source. This highlights a need from the medical
community to increase not only the quantity, but the qual-
ity of medical education resources for pregnant patients
with OUD on accessible platforms such as YouTube. Ad-
ditionally, videos may be more effective and garner more
views if they are kept to a shorter length (e.g., 5 minutes or
less), as shorter videos tended to have more views on aver-
age.
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CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS

The findings presented suggest a need by the medical com-
munity to invest in the development of comprehensive
medical education for patients with OUD, to ensure that pa-
tients seeking education online are not introduced to mis-
leading, or incorrect, data.

RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS

Further research should be done to evaluate patient per-
ception of these videos and survey the outcomes of women
receiving medical education from online resources such as
education found on social media sites such as YouTube.

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

A strength of the study was the large sample size of videos
reviewed, given that the majority of YouTube users watch
within the first 30 videos (Ozdal Zincir 2019), much less
than the videos evaluated by the authors. However,
YouTube algorithm currently individualizes the presenta-
tion of videos, therefore, sorting can vary (Ozdal Zincir
2019). Given that the largest components in this sorting al-
gorithm is relevance, engagement, and quality, the authors

felt that most videos evaluated were those that would be
viewed by the general patient audience (Youtube, n.d.).

A weakness of the study was that neither authors were
experts in the field of substance use disorder or neonatol-
ogy (both authors were medical students at the time of re-
view). The videos were divided into two groups, with each
author watching their own portion of the YouTube videos,
posing the risk of discrepancy in scoring between the two
groups.

CONCLUSION

YouTube videos offer a platform for health education that
can address people of varying education levels regardless
of the geographic location—-whether they live in a medically
underserved area or live in a community with a high density
of medical providers. These findings highlight a need for a
shift in patient education towards YouTube and other ac-
cessible platforms.
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