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Introduction  On social media, several pieces of cancer-related information are being 
shared among people. This study aims to survey the Nigerian public, exploring their 
opinions on the influence (as per enlightenment) of cancer-related information on 
social media on them, and explore their opinions on the reliability of cancer-related 
posts they see on social media platforms. 
Methods  This study was a descriptive cross-sectional online survey of 236 Nigerians, 
using an e-questionnaire. Collected data were analyzed using     SPSS version 
20 software (IBM Corp, New York, NY, United States) . 
Results  The majority (56.4%) of the respondents were females, 66.5% were within 
the age range of 20 to 29 years, and 92.4% had tertiary level of education. Virtually all 
(98.7%) of them had an Internet-enabled phone, and 99.6% were users of social media. 
The most used social media platform among them was WhatsApp while the most edu-
cative social media platform, according to them, was Facebook. Also, 96.6% (227/235) 
of those respondents who were social media users were of the opinion that social 
media is very useful for cancer education. However, only 68.5% (161/235) of them 
had learnt something new about cancer on social media platforms, of which 23.0% 
(37/161) rated the cancer information they have accessed on social media to be some-
what reliable. 
Conclusion  Social media is highly influential in educating Nigerians on issues per-
taining to cancer. However, not all cancer-related information posted on various social 
media platforms is reliable; hence, social media users should always take extra caution 
while consuming cancer-related posts on social media platforms. 
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Introduction
Cancer, a malignant neoplastic lesion, is the second leading 
cause of deaths globally.1 In 2018 alone, ~9.6 million lives 
were lost to cancer-associated deaths worldwide.1 Cancer can 
affect any part of the human body—cervix, mouth, esophagus, 
larynx, liver, and so forth.2 Although not all cases of human 
cancers have a definitive cure, but many (~30 to 50%) of them 
are preventable.1,3 The best way to get rid of cancer is to avoid 
its risk factors.1 Avoidance of cancer risk factors is cheaper 
and safer than cancer cure, by far.1,3,4 The common cancer 
risk factors are long-term tobacco use, long-term alcohol 
use, infection with carcinogenic viruses, chronic exposure to 
ultraviolet radiation, and more.1

Due to the heavy public health burden of cancer in the 
world, the Institute of Medicine (United States) and National 
Research Council (Unites States) National Cancer Policy Board 
recommended that health education strategies should be 
adopted in educating the public about cancer, with the aim 
of enlightening people about its risk factors, symptoms, and 
prevention strategies, and as well build positive attitudes 
toward cancer prevention.1,5

With the advent of information and communication 
technology (ICT), health education activities have been a lot 
easier unlike before, when such technology was still minia-
ture.6 Recent developments in ICT have enabled information 
pertaining to cancer to be shared to much more people on 
the globe more than ever before.7 One of the recent devel-
opments in ICT is the social media. On social media, several 
pieces of cancer-related information are being shared among 
people.7

Social media is free media; hence there exists a possibil-
ity that erroneous information pertaining to cancer can be 
shared among people.8 However, there exists a dearth of lit-
erature assessing the influence of cancer-related information 
as well as the reliability of such information on social media. 
Hence, there is a need to conduct a study assessing this area 
of research interest.

Objective
The aim of this study was to survey the Nigerian public, 
exploring their opinions on the influence (as per enlighten-
ment) of cancer-related information on social media on them, 
and explore their opinions on the reliability of cancer-related 
posts they access on social media platforms.

Materials and Methods
This study was a descriptive cross-sectional online sur-
vey of Nigerians, exploring their opinions on the influence 
(as per enlightenment) of cancer-related information on 
social media on them and their opinions on the reliability of 
cancer-related posts they see on social media platforms.

The study tool was a piloted e-questionnaire (Google Form) 
developed from relevant scientific literatures and reviewed 
by public health research experts.8-13 The e-questionnaire 
had four sections. The first section was the informed consent 

form section. This section informed the participants about 
the investigators’ identity and the aims and objectives of the 
study, and that their participation is strictly confidential and 
voluntary. Also, this section obtained consent from all partici-
pants. Only those who gave their consent to participate in the 
study were enabled to respond to the questions/statements 
in the remaining three sections. The second section obtained 
information of the demographic characteristics of the par-
ticipants (such as age, gender, level of education, marital 
status, occupation, religion, and so forth). The third section 
obtained information about the history of use of social media 
among the respondents while the fourth section obtained 
information about the participants’ history of cancer-related 
educative information acquired on social media platforms 
and opinions on the reliability of cancer-related information 
accessed on social media.

The hyperlink to the e-questionnaire was circulated on 
several discussion forums on online social media platforms 
(such as WhatsApp, Telegram, Facebook, etc.) and via e-mails. 
Questionnaire circulation was conducted for a period of 
40 days, from January 12, 2020, to February 21, 2020.

The minimum sample size for this study (n = 59) was 
calculated using the Leslie formula for study population 
<10,000.14 The Leslie formula is as follows:
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level; p stands for prevalence rate of social media use. The 
value of p is 96% and it was derived from a previous study 
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n �
� � �� �

� �
1 96 1 0 04

0 05

2

2
. .

.

n = 59
A total of 236 Nigerians participated in the online sur-

vey. The collected data were analyzed using SPSS version 
20 software. The frequency distributions of all variables were 
determined; the mean and standard deviation (SD) of the 
respondents’ age were also determined. Furthermore, test 
of associations between relevant variables was done using 
chi-square test with a p-value of <0.05 used to determine the 
level of statistical significance.

Approval to conduct this study was obtained from 
the Research Committee, Department of Community 
Health, Aminu Musa Habib College of Health Science and 
Technology. Electronic informed consent was obtained from 
all participants. Participation was completely voluntary and 
anonymous.

Results
The majority (56.4%) of the respondents were females, 
66.5% were within the age range of 20 to 29 years, 92.4% had 
tertiary level of education, 72.5% were single, 87.7% were 
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Christians, 94.5% were residing in Nigeria, and 37.3% were 
health care workers (►Table 1).

Virtually all (98.7%) the respondents had an 
Internet-enabled phone, 88.1% identified that they access 
the Internet always, and 99.6% were users of social media. 
Among those respondents that were users of social media  
(n = 235), 48.2% identified that they are steadily logged in to 
social media platforms while 54.9% of them had been using 
social media for 6 to 10 years (►Table 2).

The most used social media platforms among those 
respondents who identified themselves as users of social 
media (n = 235) were WhatsApp (99.6%, 234/235), Facebook 
(91.9%, 216/235), and Instagram (67.2%, 158/235), while the 
most educative social media platforms, according to them, 
were Facebook (37.8%, 89/235), WhatsApp (22.6%, 53/235), 
and Twitter (21.3%, 50/235) (►Fig. 1).

Also, 96.6% (227/235) of those respondents who were 
social media users were of the opinion that social media 
is very useful for cancer education. However, only 68.5% 
(161/235) of those respondents on social media had learnt 
something about cancer on social media platforms, of 
which 26.7% (43/161) and 23.0% (37/161) got more enlight-
enment on cancer prevention and rated the cancer infor-
mation they have accessed on social media to be somewhat 
reliable, respectively (►Table 3). However, our bivariate anal-
ysis showed that no statistically significant relationship exists 
between the areas where social media has enlightened the 
respondents on cancer (such as on cancer prevention, can-
cer treatment, cancer research, cancer awareness, and cancer 
support) and their gender, age, level of education, religion, 
country of residence, and occupation (p > 0.05) (►Table 4).

Discussion
The social media is a very large educative platform with 
~3.5 billion users; this population forms 45% of the world’s 
population.9,16 Social media is a very powerful tool influenc-
ing behavioral change among individuals, especially when it 
comes to health behaviors.9 On social media, there are lot of 
health-related information that flies around, of which some 
are helpful while some are quite misleading,8 and scientific 
evidence had shown that social media influence can either 
make or mar healthy behaviors.9-13

In this study, we conducted an online survey of the Nigerian 
public with the primary rationale of exploring their opinions 

Table 1  Sociodemographic characteristics of the respondents

Variable (n = 236) Frequency Percentage

Gender

Male 103 43.6

Female 133 56.4

Age (y)

<20 3 1.3

20–29 157 66.5

30–39 67 28.4

40–49 9 3.8

Highest level of education

Primary 1 0.4

Secondary 8 3.4

Tertiary 218 92.4

Others 9 3.8

Marital status

Single 171 72.5

Married 64 27.1

Separated 1 0.4

Religion

Christianity 207 87.7

Islam 29 12.3

Country of residence

Nigeria 223 94.5

United Kingdom 4 1.7

United States 4 1.7

Others 5 2.1

Occupation

Health care 
worker

88 37.3

Non–health care 
worker

148 62.7

Table 2  Internet/social media access and usage among respondents

Questions Frequency Percentage

Do you use Internet-enabled phone? (n = 236)

Yes 223 98.7

No 3 1.3

How often do you access the Internet? (n = 236)

Always 208 88.1

Sometimes 23 9.7

Seldom 4 1.7

No response 1 0.4

Do you use social media? (n = 236)

Yes 235 99.6

No 1 1.4

Frequency of login to social media platforms (n = 235)

Steady 110 48.2

Daily 110 48.2

Every other day 6 2.6

Quarterly 2 0.9

Years of social media usage (n = 235)

1–5 y 22 9.4

6–10 y 129 54.9

11–15 y 81 34.5

>15 y 3 1.3
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on the influence (as per enlightenment) of cancer-related 
information on social media on them and exploring their 
opinions on the reliability of cancer-related posts they access 
on social media platforms. The data generated from this 
study provided information that is interesting, noteworthy, 
and of benefit to the body of scientific knowledge.

Many of the respondents in this study were frequent and 
long-term users of social media; also, WhatsApp, Facebook, 
and Instagram were the most commonly used social media 
platforms among them. This finding on the utility rate of 
social media platform types is closely similar to the global 
trend of use of social media.17 However, by comparing our 
finding with another related study on social media usage, it 
was observed that the Twitter, Snapchat, and WhatsApp were 
the most commonly used social media platforms among 
Saudi Arabians.13 This observed difference in the utility rate 
of social media platform types between our study respon-
dents and those surveyed Saudi Arabians suggests that geo-
graphical variations exists in the rate and preference of use of 
each social media platform.

Furthermore, Facebook, Twitter, and WhatsApp were 
the most educative social media platforms reported in this 
study. In fact, the majority of our respondents had been 
influenced by what they had seen on these platforms, espe-
cially when it comes to their views on health-related mat-
ters, decision-making, and habit practice. Hence, this finding 
strengthens other scientific literatures that had noted that 
social media is highly influential on human behaviors.9,12

It is also noteworthy that the majority of our study respon-
dents rated social media to be a very useful platform for 
educating the public on issues pertaining to cancer. In fact, 

Fig. 1 Social media use and the perceived most educative social media platforms among the respondents who were social media users.

Table 3  Perceived usefulness of social media as a cancer 
education tool among those respondents that were social media 
users

Questions Frequency Percentage 
(%)

Do you think social media is very useful for cancer education? 
(n = 235)

Yes 227 96.6

No 8 3.4

Have you learnt anything about cancer by using social media? 
(n = 235)

Yes 161 68.5

No 36 15.3

Maybe 38 16.2

In what area has social media enlightened you more about 
cancer? (multiple responses allowed) (n = 161)

Cancer awareness 157 97.5

Cancer prevention 43 26.7

Cancer treatment 4 2.5

Cancer support groups 5 3.1

Cancer research 15 9.3

How will you generally rate cancer information on social 
media? (multiple responses allowed) (n = 161)

Very reliable 8 5.0

Reliable 117 72.7

Indifferent 66 41.0

Somewhat reliable 37 23.0

Very unreliable 3 1.9
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Table 4  Associations between sociodemographic features of the respondents and areas where they were enlightened more 
about cancer via social media

Variable In what area has social media enlightened you more about cancer? p-Value (df)

CA CP CT CSG CR

Gender

Male 56 (69.1) 13 (16.0) 2 (2.5) 1 (1.2) 9 (11.1) 0.532 (4)

Female 52 (66.7) 18 (23.1) 2 (2.6) 2 (2.6) 4 (5.1)

Age (y)

<20 2 (66.7) 1 (33.3) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0.149 (12)

20–29 79 (73.8) 17 (15.9) 2 (1.9) 0 (0.0) 9 (8.4)

30–39 25 (56.8) 10 (22.7) 2 (4.5) 3 (6.8) 4 (9.1)

40–49 2 (40.0) 3 (60.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

Level of education

Secondary 3 (60.0) 1 (20.0) 1 (20.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0.329 (8)

Tertiary 99 (67.3) 3 (20.4) 3 (2.0) 3 (2.0) 12 (8.2)

Others 6 (85.7) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (14.3)

Marital status

Single 85 (74.6) 16 (14.0) 3 (2.6) 0 (0.0) 10 (8.8) 0.023 (8)

Married 22 (50.0) 15 (34.1) 1 (2.3) 3 (6.8) 3 (6.8)

Separated 1 (100.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

Religion

Christianity 96 (68.1) 29 (20.6) 4 (2.8) 2 (1.4) 10 (7.1) 0.344 (4)

Islam 12 (66.7) 2 (11.1) 0 (0.0) 1 (5.6) 3 (16.7)

Country of residence

Nigeria 104 (59.3)) 28 (18.7) 4 (2.7) 3 (2.0) 11 (7.3) 0.351 (4)

Outside 
Nigeria

4 (44.4) 3 (33.3) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 2 (22.2)

Occupation

Health care 
worker

44 (57.9) 20 (26.3) 2 (2.6) 2 (2.6) 8 (10.5) 0.133 (4)

Non–health 
care worker

64 (77.1) 11 (13.30 2 (2.4) 1 (1.2) 5 (6.0)

Abbreviations: CA, cancer awareness; CP, cancer prevention; CR, cancer research; CSP, cancer support group; CT, cancer treatment.

many of them had at one time or the other learnt something 
about cancer via social media platforms, especially in the 
area of cancer awareness, cancer prevention, cancer treat-
ment, cancer support, and cancer research. Furthermore, 
cancer-related posts on social media platforms had really 
influenced the respondents, irrespective of their gender, age, 
occupation, religion, country of residence, and level of educa-
tion. Overall, these findings show that social media platforms 
can be judiciously used in reaching to many people on health 
information pertaining to cancer.

However, some of our respondents gave judgments that 
not all cancer-related posts on social media platforms are reli-
able; this shows that consumers of cancer-related informa-
tion posted on social media should be consumed cautiously. 
The circulation of misleading and risky information on cancer 
is a global phenomenon and this is not surprising.8 To ensure 

that cancer-related information posted on social media is 
safely consumed, social media users should always verify the 
reliability and validity of sources of such posts before its final 
consumption.

Additionally, the need for censoring health-related 
posts, and not only cancer-related posts, on social media 
cannot be overemphasized. For example, many of the 
tobacco-related information (tobacco is a major cancer risk 
factor) shared on social media platforms are sometimes 
misleading.8 If dangerous and misleading health-related 
information are not censored on social media, many peo-
ple’s health behaviors will be influenced negatively as a 
result of the consumption of such information. In a nut-
shell, health misinformation on social media platforms is 
a huge threat to public health that requires urgent public 
health attention.
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However, this study has its limitations. This study was an 
online survey; hence, it will be difficult to make unguided 
generalizations based on the survey data, as a limited sample 
of Nigerians was investigated. Also, the hyperlink to the sur-
vey e-questionnaire was not universally circulated via e-mails 
and social media platforms; therefore, only those Nigerians 
who had access to the hyperlink to the e-questionnaire had 
the opportunity to participate in the study.

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study is believed 
to be the first published study to explore the opinions of 
Nigerians on the role of the influence and reliability of 
cancer-related posts on social media platforms.

Conclusion
In conclusion, this study shows that social media is highly 
influential in educating Nigerians on issues pertaining to 
cancer. However, not all cancer-related information posted 
on various social media platforms is reliable; hence, social 
media users should always take extra caution while consum-
ing cancer-related posts on social media platforms.
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