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Background 
 
In the United Kingdom, there are now over 150 individual YouTubers with more than 
one million subscribers (Socialblade, 2017). The majority of their audience are under 
the age of 30 and a significant proportion are aged between 13-18 years. YouTubers 
produce content on a whole range of topics including: gaming, music, beauty, fashion 
and vlogs of their daily lives, and the content they produce is often commercially 
sponsored and largely unregulated. Their content often both purposefully and 
accidentally touches on a whole range of health topics including: mental health, alcohol, 
sexual health, body image, healthy eating and physical activity. 
 
 
YouTubers successfully create “illusions of intimacy” (Ellcessor, 2012) for their 
audience. Through both YouTube and other social media platforms including Snapchat, 



Instagram and Twitter they appear increasingly interactive and accessible to their 
audience. For young people, YouTubers could represent a magnified version of their 
own searchable and replicable online socially networked lives and could encounter the 
same difficulties that come from feelings of surveillance and misinterpretation online. 
YouTubers could therefore be a particularly relatable source of health information for 
young people, more so than those of other adults offering them advice on their health 
and wellbeing (Beer, 2008; boyd, 2008; Uhls & Greenfield, 2012). 
 
 
However, there remain concerns about young people’s ability to critically analyse the 
quality and reliability of health information they encounter online (Bartlett and Miller, 
2011). Inequalities in health information seeking exist across all age groups and are 
influenced by a number of factors including: experience, motivation, self-efficacy and 
autonomy of use (Eastin and LaRose 2000, Correa 2015). Research suggests that 
young people have complex and often thorough methods for evaluating online health 
information and that popularity and peer appraisal plays an important role with likes, 
comments, views and favourites all influencing how likely young people are to engage 
with a particular information source (Gold et al., 2012, Fergie et al., 2013).	This is 
reflected in an increased focus on digital media literacy on both national (House of 
Lords 2017) and international (Bulger and Livingstone 2013) policy agendas. 
 
 
This study is the first to: examine the health related content produced by UK 
YouTubers, and explore the role this plays in young people’s own health information 
seeking and YouTuber’s perceived role in health promotion. By triangulating these 
findings it considers the potential contribution that YouTubers could make to health 
promotion in the UK. 
 
   
Aim 
 
 
The aim of the research is to explore the role that professional YouTubers play in young 
people health behaviours and identities in the UK. 
 
 
Methods 
 
 
The study was a four stage, sequential mixed methods design (Creswell and Plano 
Clark, 2006). The first stage, a school based questionnaire with 931 13-18 year olds 
quantified young people’s engagement with YouTuber produced health content and 
provided a sampling frame for the later qualitative stages. An online analysis of 7 UK 
YouTubers examined the type of health content they produced. Focus groups (n=7, 85 
participants) with 13-18 year olds explored the impact this content had on young 
people’s health behaviours and  case study interviews with professional YouTubers ( <1 
million subscribers, n=3) explored their perceived role in health promotion. 
 



 
Findings  
 
 
YouTubers appeared to be a significant source of health information for the participating 
young people with 80% watching at least one UK YouTuber, 70% recalling YouTubers 
talking about at least one health topic and 47% having used YouTube to seek health 
advice. The survey also measured participants’ confidence in performing a number of 
social media literacy tasks. Those who could recall YouTuber health content and had 
sought health advice on YouTube were at significantly increased odds of a high 
confidence score suggesting perceived confidence increases with exposure to 
YouTuber health content.  
 
 
There are three broad characteristics which typify the way in which YouTubers 
communicate health information. YouTubers share personal health experiences with 
their audience, give health advice and encourage their audience to do the same through 
the comments section and share certain social norms about health and wellbeing. This 
appears to align well with the theory of planned behavior (Azjen, 1991). However, 
interviews with professional YouTubers suggest that numerous factors impact upon 
their decision to make health related content; both commercial and ethical. YouTubers 
are treading a fine line between health promotion and self-promotion. Interestingly, the 
young people participating in the focus groups were also aware of this tension and yet, 
despite demonstrating competence to critically analyse this content, still stated a 
preference for YouTuber produced content when it was what they perceived to be “real 
and honest” experiences. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
  
YouTuber produced health content appeared to be a recognized source of health 
information for young people in this study. Young people appeared able to critique the 
accuracy and commercial influences on YouTuber content. However, this content still 
appears to be a relatable way of sharing health experiences, giving advice and 
communicating social norms. 
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