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ABSTRACT

Objectives: To better understand people’s orthodontic-related experiences, attitudes, and
behaviors during the COVID-19 epidemic through their orthodontic-related social media posts.

Materials and Methods: This was a cross-sectional study. Multiple social media platforms
were searched for orthodontic-related posts during March and April of 2020. Patterns were
analyzed, coded, and categorized using qualitative thematic analysis.

Results: Social media posts revealed multiple themes that revolved around orthodontic
treatment side effects, existing and future treatment, negative and positive perceptions of providers,
and worrying about multiple aspects of the COVID-19 epidemic.

Conclusion: Patients generally prioritize personal and public health and accept orthodontic
treatment delays provided they are reassured, and properly supported and educated. Social media
platforms may provide an effective method for patients to voice their experiences and reach out to
their practitioners during times of pandemics and they may be effective methods for practitioners to

reach out to their existing patients and prospective patients.
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INTRODUCTION share some aspects of their health and request ad-

. . . vice from providers and other social media users, in-
During the past decade, social media use has ) i
cluding posts and questions related to dental health.

increased progressively among the world's inhab- For example, a study found that 1 in 8 social media

itants. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat and users expressed effects of dental pain or asked for

other social media platforms have become parts of  , jvice on how to manage it on Twitter *. In another
share thoughts, photographs, opinions and to con-  about their braces, and 25% reacted to posts about

nect socially. People also use these platforms to  braces from their followed social media accounts 2.

* Assistant Professor, Department of Orthodontics, Faculty of Dentistry, King Abdulaziz University, Jeddah, Saudi Arabia
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These online platforms may provide a genuine and
authentic way to get to people’s feelings and ex-
periences since they may feel unobserved and less
restricted online in comparison to real life *#. This
provides a database of authentic data about patient
experiences through orthodontic treatments, repre-
senting a useful resource to gain knowledge about
people’s perceptions of orthodontic treatments °.

Coronavirus Disease-2019 (COVID-19), a
primarily respiratory infection caused by the Severe
Acute Respiratory Syndrome Virus-2 (SARS-
CoV-2), has swept the world in a pandemic,
infecting nearly 3 million cases worldwide and
forcing governments and populations to take strong
measures of social distancing °. Saudi Arabia has
been involved in this pandemic with more than
18,000 cases confirmed by the end of April, 2020
6. COVID-19 is creating unique circumstances and
challenges affecting patients’ orthodontic-related
experiences. As a result of the curfew policies
enforced in Saudi Arabia, people have been mostly
confined at home and orthodontics clinics have been
closed for fear of spreading the virus among patients
and healthcare professionals. Patients undergoing
orthodontic treatment may have been experiencing
higher levels of psychological distress during the
pandemic than their usual level of anxiety ’. Social
distancing and curfew policies have led to an
increase in utilization of social media platforms ®.
Orthodontic patients, therefore, may well be posting
their experiences related to their treatment. These
experiences may represent an important glimpse
on the experiences, attitude and behaviors of
orthodontic patients during the exceptional situation
of pandemics.

The aim of this study is to better understand
orthodontic people’s subjective perceptions and
experiences in relation to orthodontic treatments
during the COVID-19 pandemic by analyzing their
social media posts qualitatively.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

This was a cross-sectional study. The author
collected social media posts related to orthodontic
treatment posted by lay people, non-providers, on
Twitter and Facebook during the months of March
and April 2020 (coinciding with the establishment of
the COVID-19 pandemic). Instagram was not used
because it only allows for searching its platform
using hashtags and hashtags are rarely used by
patients in their posts. The following keywords
were used to search Twitter and Facebook posts
and hashtags both in their English form and in their
Arabic translations: “orthodontist”, “orthodontic”,

LR T3

“braces”, “aligners” within posts from Saudi Arabia
in all platforms. The search was constricted using
the apps to those originating from Saudi Arabia
during March and April 2020. Posts and replies by
orthodontic patients were included while those by

providers were excluded.

Upon identification of a post that met the
inclusion criteria, the post was entered into the
data set. The username attached to the posts were
anonymized with assigned identifiers. Posts by the

same user were assigned the same identifier.

Simultaneous with data collection, qualitative
thematic data analysis began by line-by-line
assignment of codes that describe the meaning
contained in each post °. Subsequently, categories
with shared meanings were identified and themes
with shared categories were created. Analysis
was a reiterative process, following qualitative
methodology. In other words, previously assigned
codes and categories were adjusted according to the
data that subsequently emerged in a process that
progressively accumulates meaning and content of
each category and theme. According to the “data
saturation” principle, data collection continued
until identification of new posts stopped leading to

creation of new codes.
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RESULTS

Qualitative analysis of the data generated
multiple themes that revolved around being in pain,
existing treatment, future treatment, perception of
providers, and worrying about multiple aspects of
the COVID-19 epidemic. Themes are described
below with supportive quotes.

Reactions to the Decision to Suspend Clinic
Activities

Some patients described in their posts their
acceptance of their providers’ decisions to close
clinics in accordance with local regulations. Some
actually praised providers for sacrificing their
income for the safety of patients and for the country.
Patients also replied to the social media accounts
of their providers expressing understanding and
support for the decision and praying that the
pandemic will resolve soon.

“This is better for everyone. That’s the right
thing to do”

“..It’s not easy to lose your livelihood”

Another type of reaction was concern about
whether clinics would refund portions of the paid
treatment fees and some expressed displeasure with
regards to the lack of clarity by some providers with
regards to what would happen with the fees.

“...and what would happen with the thousands
you already collected from us?”

Some patients have also interacted with each
other in response to clinic closure, providing advice
about what to do, support and clarifications. For
example, a patient responded to a post of another
patient asking what she would do with her braces
by saying:

“Don’t worry about your braces now! Even if an
orthodontist was available, no one should be going
to clinics now. We should all prioritize our health
and the health of others” .
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Some patients were asking fellow patients about
clinics that are still seeing patients because they still
wanted their treatment to progress.

“Does anyone know an open clinic in...2 I am
almost done with my treatment and I want to finish”

A related category of quotes was an expression
of relief and the advantage of the decision to be
treated with clear aligners.

“The situation we are going through in this
period proves that clear aligners are way better
than other braces”

“Thank God I have trays!”

Concerns of the Impact of Prolongation of the
Pandemic on the Orthodontic Treatment

Some orthodontic patients expressed worries
about the possible negative consequences of the
prolonged pandemic on their orthodontic treatment.
They inquired what might happen to them if they are
not seen by an orthodontist for a prolonged period.
They worried about unpredictable changes.

“What will happen to my teeth if I don’t get
seen?!”

“When is the quarantine going to be over?”

Another category of quotes expressed being
worried about the esthetic appearance and the
hygienic status of their braces.

“My braces look and feel disgusting I cannot
take it anymore”

Many patients expressed remarks of their
disappointment in the delay of the end of their
treatment and for having to stay in their braces more
than they would have were it not for the pandemic.
A participant rhetorically remarked in the context
of a conversation about the delay of orthodontic
treatment due to the closures resulting from the
pandemic, saying:

“Orthodontic treatment is supposed to make you
look better. Why am so unlucky that it is making me
worse? When is this nightmare going to end?”
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Pain and Side Effects of Treatment

A myriad of posts by patients described
difficulties they were going through in relation to
their orthodontic treatment and the imposed curfew.
Pain was one of the major concerns participants
expressed and asked for advice from others about.

“it’s slashing my cheek open and I can’t go out.
What do [ do?”

Patients also posted experiences related to
broken pieces of their braces, discomfort with their
wires, and other sources of pain and discomfort.

Participants also described not receiving
sufficient advice and follow up by their orthodontists
in this regard. This is a remark of a patient who’s
expressing dissatisfaction with how little advice
there are getting from orthodontists compared to
other providers:

“What about us? Where are the orthodontists?”
Direct Interaction with Providers

Patients interacted directly with the accounts
of their providers. Many asked technical questions
about thing going wrong with their appliances or
about treatment progression.

“Doctor, the band is out if its place, what’s the
solution”

“I have reached my last tray, what do I do?”

Patients expressed praise and prayers for
the orthodontists posting educational material,
photographs, videos and articles about how to deal
with braces and about orthodontics in general.

“Thank you, Dr. ... your posts are very useful,
and I am lucky to be your patient”

“Your recommendations are very valuable,
and I appreciate what you are doing to help us get
through this”

Initiation of orthodontic treatment

Furthermore, a category of posts by prospective
patients inquired about the merits of orthodontic
treatment, the pros and cos, the costs and the side
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effects, expressing desire to start treatment despite
the clinics being closed at the time.

“I can’t wait for your clinic to re-open so I can
start treatment!”

“Is orthodontic treatment painful?”

“Do braces make you look cuter?”

DISCUSSION

This study explored the subjective experiences
posted by lay people on social media platforms in
Saudi Arabia in relation to orthodontic treatment
during the period when COVID-19 is sweeping
the world in a pandemic. COVID-19 has caused a
tremendous psychological impact on the general
population as a whole and on patients with various
maladies">"! Orthodontic treatment may be
associated with anxiety among patients and parents
in usual living situations and this anxiety may impact
their quality of life '*'*. It is important therefore
to investigate and understand how orthodontic
patients’ experiences and anxieties may be shaped
during the period of a pandemic. This study used a
qualitative analysis approach of social media data
and revealed important themes of thoughts, feelings,
attitude, and behaviors that orthodontic patients
expressed during the current pandemic in relation
to orthodontic treatment and the uncertainty and
restrictions on available orthodontic services. These
themes are of interest to orthodontists and treatment
providers in general. It is important for providers to
communicate with their patients effectively during
this period using remote communication methods
as this was demonstrated to be of help in the past
and during the current pandemic '®'7. Learning
about people’s experiences, thoughts, and feelings
may guide communication and educational efforts
during these difficult times and may help providers
and patients prepare and deal with future situations
of similar nature as well.

Orthodontic clinics may have wondered about
how their patients would feel about restrictions
to services in the current context. The data have
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been reassuring to an extent about orthodontic
patient attitudes. Patients have in fact expressed
appreciation for the clinic closures and prioritized
personal and public health. They seemed to be
to be alert and to ask when side effects occurred.
Nonetheless, patients expressed concerns about
the impact of the pandemic on the previously paid
cost of their orthodontic treatment. It is well known
that, depending on the healthcare and insurance
systems in a given country, the cost of the treatment
is a source of concern and may deter patients
from undergoing and complying with orthodontic
treatment '*'°. Therefore, this is an important aspect
that needs to be clarified and communicated well to
patients in order to lower their anxiety as to what
will happen to their paid fees in these uncertain
times with significant financial implications.

This study provides reassurance to orthodontists
and orthodontic clinics that interest in orthodontic
services continues to be expressed in social media
during the pandemic and at these financially difficult
times. Providers and clinic owners may need to
factor that in their planning and decision-making.

Patients appreciated educational
through social media platforms through these
difficult times and praised providers that did that.

There is previous evidence that social media is

teaching

effective in communication with orthodontic
patients 316, Tt is especially important during times of
pandemics where social media may be the only and
most effective way to communicate with patients

who are home isolated 3.

An interesting finding in this study is that clear
aligners were described to provide a piece of mind
for some patients. This may be due to the fact that
they do not impose an esthetic burden and therefore
the delay in the treatment is less burdensome than
traditional braces. Another explanation may be that
treatment with aligners can progress with the patient
moving to the following aligner, as planned by the
provider, without the need for the clinic activation
visit as the case with traditional braces.
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This study derives its validity from the rich
description of patient posts and derives validity
from the reiterative analytic process. In other words,
concepts that are formulated at the end of the analysis
derive their credibility from being referenced to
data derived from earlier stages of the analysis in
a reiterative manner. One of this study’s limitations
is it’s focus on two social media platform because
of the ease of data retrieval. Patients may share
additional ideas on other social media platforms such
as Snapchat (where posts do not last for more than
24 hours) and Instagram (where posts are not easily
searchable without having hashtags). Furthermore,
the results of this study may be different in later
stages of a pandemic. Future research that draws
data from all available social media platforms and
pursues data longitudinally is required to further
elucidate patient experiences during pandemics
and how role of social media in communication
with patients during these difficult times. Another
limitation may arise from the inability to generalize
these orthodontic-related experiences because
data were collected from people who live in Saudi
Arabia and also from people chose to share their
experiences on social media. Future research should
be directed at widening the search to include other
nations and to include other types of data such as
phone interview or face-to-face video interviews.

CONCLUSION

e Patients generally prioritize personal and public
health and accept orthodontic treatment delays
provided they are reassured about the security
of the costs they have already payed and as long
as they are given enough information to get
through problems which may arise.

* Social media platforms may provide an effective
method for patients to voice their experiences
and reach out for their practitioners during
times of pandemics and they may be effective
methods for practitioners to reach out to their
existing patients and prospective patients.
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Being treated by clear aligners may provide
a less stressful and more effective treatment
patients times of

experience for during

pandemics.

Further studies are needed during the times of
pandemics to explore these themes quantitatively
and guide orthodontic clinics in the best ways
to communicate with their patients during these
difficult times.
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