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Abstract 

Background: The capacity for social media to influence the consumption of re-purposed medicines to 
manage COVID-19 despite limited safety and efficacy data at the start of the pandemic is cause for 
concern. Objective: To ascertain links between social media reports and utilization for three re-
purposed medicines (hydroxychloroquine (HCQ), ivermectin and colchicine) to direct future activities. 
Methods: A combined retrospective analysis of social media posts for these re-purposed medicines 
was performed in South Africa between January and June 2021 together with utilization and clinical 
trials data. Utilisation data from IQVIA from three different platforms included private and public 
markets. Clinical trials data was obtained from various databases. Chloroquine data was analysed in 
South Africa (HCQ was not available). Results: 77257 posts were collected across key social media 
platforms during the study period of which 6884 were relevant. Ivermectin had the highest number of 
posts (55%) followed by HCQ (44%), with limited posts for colchicine (1%). The spike in ivermectin 
utilisation was closely correlated with social media posts. Similarly, with chloroquine social media 
interest was enhanced by comments from local politicians. Sentiment analysis showed that the posts 
regarding the effectiveness of particularly ivermectin and HCQ were positive. Of concern is that the 
origin of the majority of reporters in social media (85%) was unidentifiable. Conclusion: This is the 
first study of its kind in South Africa providing evidence that social media is a driver of re-purposed 
medicine use. Healthcare professionals have a key role to provide evidence-based advice especially 
with unidentifiable posts.  
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