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The increasing use of digital social media networks has changed the influence of health
care providers. Key Opinion Leaders are individuals who came from academic institutions
who would often maintain influence through publications or podium presentations. The
Covid-19 crisis has highlighted the role of Digital Opinion Leaders as individuals who are
having a tremendous amount of influence in healthcare through the posting of content or
writing blogs online. This article discusses the changing role of KOLs to DOLs and defines
what roles each group has in influencing behavior among healthcare providers.

INTRODUCTION

Traditionally information in healthcare is disseminated
through publications in peer-reviewed journals. The in-
creasing number of publications has unfortunately led to an
explosion of knowledge and many clinicians report the in-
ability to keep up with this." Instead healthcare providers
(HCPs) will often rely on Key Opinion Leaders (KOLs) as a
surrogate for information and knowleclge.2 These individu-
als are considered peers and many HCPs trust their judg-
ment as they are often seen as an authority in their par-
ticular subject. Attend any conference or read any journal
and you will often see the same KOLs on the podium or as
an author in publications. Respected for their opinion as
well as their experience, KOLs have tremendous influence
in healthcare. Some would argue that KOLs have the ability
to impact medicine as much as a randomized prospective
trial.

Increasingly though, as we have seen during the Covid
crisis, healthcare providers are attending fewer live confer-
ences and have transitioned to online conferences. There
has been an explosion of resources online as well as social
media to disseminate medical information. As a result, the
currency that a traditional KOL uses to gain and maintain
influence is diminishing. We are already seeing many
healthcare providers transition to using digital resources as
an additional method to acquire knowledge, sometimes in
lieu of in person synchronous learning at conferences.’ As
a result we are seeing a new class of influencers in health-
care called Digital Opinion Leaders (DOLSs), individuals

who are posting online and are shaping the opinion of other
providers.4

WHAT MAKES A KOL

How do you determine who is a key opinion leader? Ulti-
mately it comes down to a health care provider who is able
to influence the behavior of their peer colleagues in regards
to decision making. At a very granular level behavior can
be defined as the actions one takes based off a particular
trigger. How does a surgeon decide which implant to use
(behavior) - is it based off a paper that he/she read (trig-
ger) or what a peer colleague told him/her (trigger)? How
does a surgeon decide which technique to use for a particu-
lar surgery (behavior) — based off what they heard at a con-
ference from a KOL (trigger) or watched on an online video
(trigger)?

Traditionally a healthcare provider would gain notoriety
and thus become an influencer through publications in
peer-reviewed journals as well as podium presentations at
national conferences. Some healthcare providers would
also publish books or hold elected positions for national
societies. Surgeon influencers would teach courses for ei-
ther industry or academic societies. The more influence one
would gain the more often they would be called to teach or
speak at national and international meetings. This becomes
a self-perpetuating cycle whereby that surgeon gains more
influence and is asked to participate in more educational
activities. Until recently there was no method to measure
the influence and impact of all these activities. The advent
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of online social networks have brought new digital capabil-
ities and measurement tools that do not exist in the current
analog framework.

WHAT MAKES A DOL

The rapid proliferation of social networks has created an
opening for non-traditional healthcare providers to post in-
formation online and thus create a new breed of influencers
termed Digital Opinion Leader (DOL).5 While traditionally
KOLs came from academic or well-known institutions, now
we are seeing DOL’s coming from non-traditional institu-
tions. In addition, individuals from other specialties such
as nurses, physical therapists, physician assistants, phar-
macists, or dietitians are having a tremendous impact be-
yond their own field. Historically new research could take
3-4 months or sometimes 1-2 years to reach publication.
When a DOL sees an idea that could be helpful to the med-
ical community they can immediately post that information
online, reaching a broad international constituency that
couldn’t be reached using the traditional analog frame-
work. Ultimately this collapses the timeframe and broadens
the scope for the dissemination of a new idea. In addition,
it opens the door for many non-traditional healthcare
providers to post information and gain influence.

There are a myriad of platforms where a DOL can post
information about a topic of interest. The more individuals
that read the content the more likely it is to be viewed/re-
shared/liked. Beyond the creation of content, the quality of
the content is also important. Generally content that is of
high quality is reshared by others or receives comments. For
a DOL it is important to 1) create content and 2) create high
quality content. As more individuals read the content, the
more influence that DOL gains. By creating and dissemi-
nating content to a broad digital network, knowledge is be-
coming increasingly more democratized in healthcare away
from the elite few. These are the typical metrics that are
used to measure the influence of a DOL.

Metrics to Identify a DOL:

1. Number of followers

2. Number of followers who are a healthcare
provider

3. Number of views of posts/blogs/videos
4. Number of likes of content

5. Number of times the content is reshared
(this is a measure of quality)

6. Number of comments (represents engage-
ment)

7. Frequency that a DOL is tagged or men-
tioned in a post

HOW DOES A DOL GAIN INFLUENCE?

In the new era of digital marketing, it is clear that content
is king. When an influencer wants to gain influence, they
may post a photo of themselves with a particular product or
at a specific location. In healthcare the same rules apply.

A DOL gains influence by (1) creating their own content.
This can take the form of a post where they give their opin-
ion on a new concept or publication. Some DOLs will make
a video blog or a written blog on a particular subject and
post it on different channels. In addition, a DOL can (2) re-
share content from others, giving their opinion on the mat-
ter. Although they are not generating their own content,
in this scenario, a DOL gives their opinion on the subject
which ultimately leads to increased influence. Readers of
content from a DOL appreciate the practical and real-world
advice and thus are more likely to respect the viewpoint of
a DOL. Often KOLs are perceived as being out of touch as
they come from “academic” institutions or they are consul-
tants for a company and their opinion is not seen as be-
ing authentic. The final method for a DOL to gain influence
is by (3) being mentioned by others. This is the most chal-
lenging method of gaining influence. In this scenario an in-
dividual will tag or mention a DOL regarding specific con-
tent or be asked to comment on a subject. The DOL will be
seen as an authority on the subject further increasing their
influence.

THE TRANSITION FROM KOL TO DOL

The Covid-19 crisis forced many in-person meetings to be
canceled. It is becoming a greater challenge for societies
and companies to host the traditional on-site meeting. In
the past the main source of influence for a KOL was from
either the podium at a large society meeting or smaller in-
person meetings. It is clear that the Covid-19 crisis will re-
sult in a fundamental transformation in the method that
healthcare providers will use to gain influence among their
peers.

Progressive organizations have already transitioned
many of their meetings to a digital format. They have cre-
ated asynchronous videos for training as well as educa-
tional purposes. Some KOLs have begun to create a bigger
presence online by posting to various social networks,
slowly making the transition to become a DOL. The mark
of a DOL is posting original content and an increasing
number of followers. The broader the followers, the greater
the global influence. The narrower the followers, the more
targeted the influence. Ultimately DOLs understand that
healthcare providers are not looking to attend live con-
ferences to get their updated information; instead, many
providers (not just millennials) obtain the majority of their
information through digital platforms.
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WHERE SHOULD THE CONTENT BE POSTED?

Twitter appears to be the most highly sought-after site to
post new information in healthcare. Next are the creation
and posting of personal blogs. Then posts on Facebook
seem to be popular places as well.

Most common locations to post content for DOLs:*

1. Twitter

2. YouTube Video Blogs
3. Facebook

4. LinkedIn

Age groups of various health care providers:

1. Baby Boomers (born between 1944-1964)
2. Gen X (born between 1965-1979)

3. Millenials (born between 1980-1994)

4. Gen Z (born between 1995-2015)

Gen Z individuals are known to have a higher frequency
of checking their phones than Baby Boomers.’ As such they
are more likely to be influenced by social networks than
Baby Boomers.

HOW DO YOU MEASURE THE IMPACT OF A
DOL?

Measuring the impact of a DOL depends upon how you de-
fine impact. Healthcare providers are used to the concept of
an impact score from journals. This was a measure of how
many times a publication was cited by another publication.
The theory behind the score is that a mention of the publi-
cation is a surrogate for its importance.

Digital activities are easy to measure and thus gives
rich data around measuring influence. The most
common metrics to measure a DOL are:
1. Influence: how many followers does a DOL
have

2. Resonance: how often is their content re-
shared

3. Trust: how often is a DOL mentioned or
tagged by others

4. Engagement: does the content drive the
reader to participate or comment

CHANGING METHOD OF INFLUENCE

In the non-medical product world, the role of influencers
in selling goods and services has been heavily researched.
Many individuals now have a career based off their ability
to be an influencer. Healthcare providers have consistently
been held in high regard by the public as the information
that is disseminated is assumed to be evidence based and
scientifically proven. Traditionally physicians and other
healthcare providers are not easily influenced by informa-
tion that has not been properly studied. In healthcare there
has always been a need for key opinion leaders to explain
the value of a new procedure/service/device. While peer re-
viewed publications remain the gold standard, there is no
question that the opinions of KOLs, and now DOLs, have a
tremendous impact in the healthcare community.

In the past measuring the amount of influence of a
healthcare provider was difficult. With the transition to
digital platforms, the “influence” of a DOL in healthcare
can now be measured. Much of the practice of medicine is
based on peer-to-peer engagement which can now be mea-
sured.

Now more than ever healthcare needs a new set of lead-
ers who will be able to responsibly disseminate information
and appropriately influence their peers online, while still
maintaining public trust. The debate around vaccines for
Covid illustrates some of the challenges that the medical
community faces. As technology becomes more sophisti-
cated and the data around DOLs improve, there will be a
greater need for the development of social networks that
spread knowledge in the same manner as peer-reviewed
publications - the dissemination of trusted and evidence-
based information. By doing so, the healthcare community
can continue to maintain the trust of the public that is crit-
ical in the care of patients.
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