
Satisfying Your Customers

Using Social Media to 
Engage Patients

Many tools exist to connect, communicate 
and build loyalty.

It isn’t enough anymore to just have a 
Web presence. 

Healthcare organizations—today and 
in the future—are building Web visi-
bility, which is greatly aided by social 
media content. This increased use of 
social media will transform the rela-
tionships between healthcare organi-
zations and consumers, as 
opportunities for bi-directional con-
versations take the place of simple 
broadcast messages. 

Social media is about engaging con-
sumers rather than just pushing mes-
sages to them in a way your 
organization believes is desirable. For 
example, rather than posting infor-
mation for patients and hospital 
updates on the hospital’s website, 
social media tools, such as a blog or 
wiki, can be used to enhance trans-
parency and engage patients and the 
community—all while soliciting 
their ideas, suggestions and feedback 
on the latest project. 

Engaging With “e-Patients”
Healthcare consumers have been tak-
ing a more active role in gathering 
and sharing their health information, 
and they are demanding decision-
making tools to help them plan and 
execute their care. In his 2007 paper 
e-Patients: How They Can Help Us 

Heal Healthcare, the late Tom 
Ferguson, mD, a physician, author 
and researcher, describes how elec-
tronically savvy patients use the 
Internet as a health resource “to 
enhance their knowledge and ability 
to care for themselves.” According to 
Ferguson, e-patients: 

• study up on relevant diseases  
and conditions

• look for better treatment options 
and providers

• compare costs to assist with their 
healthcare spending decisions

• provide other patients with 
invaluable medical assistance  
and support 

• serve as important collaborators 
and advisers to their clinicians 

These e-patients become more 
engaged with those organizations 
that offer opportunities for active 
participation and then promote—to 
their family and friends—the sites 
and services that best fit their needs. 
They will continue to consult tradi-
tional sources, such as trusted health-
care professionals, but will also go 
online to search for information.
 
We can expect the e-patients of today 
and the future to take an active role 
in their healthcare education and 
decisions so they can:

• do as much for themselves and 
their families as they can

• ask for healthcare they and their 
families need

• say “no” to care they and their 
families don’t need

But, as Ferguson explains, it is “not a 
matter of automating earlier forms of 
medical practice and clinical pro-
cesses, the underlying nature of 
healthcare itself must change.”

Social media offer mechanisms to 
accommodate the needed change 
while allowing users to build net-
works and start conversations with 
those who share their interests and 
experiences. Social media deliver 
what customers want: personalized 
information, convenience and tools 
to help them plan and execute any 
time of the day or night. 

Reaching a Wide Audience
Social networking isn’t just for the 
young—online communities are 
attracting older and broader audi-
ences. According to 2010 research by 
the Pew Research Center’s Internet & 
American Life Project, the next gen-
eration of seniors (age 50 to 64) is the 
fastest growing segment of adults 
using social networking sites, and 
there is steady growth among those 
65 and over.

Additionally, the rapid growth of 
mobile devices and smartphones 
provides access to information 
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In today’s uncertain economic environment it’s critical to remember that, in healthcare, it’s all 
connected. From clinical equipment, to employee retention, to patient care and satisfaction, 
everything has an impact on everything else — including an organization’s bottom line. That’s 
why hospitals can no longer compete on clinical excellence alone. 
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Healthcare works behind the scenes to help our clients make the connection to better outcomes 
— clinical, financial and more — elevating every aspect of the organization, and creating the 
optimal healthcare experience for patients, physicians and employees alike.  
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while users are at home, at work or 
in transit. A recent jump in mobile 
device and smartphone adoption by 
more individuals is providing access 
to the Internet like never before. 

At the same time, the current eco-
nomic downturn is forcing CEOs 
to take a harder look at the 

potential benefits of social media 
tools that are available and that can 
help transform their operating and 
organizational cultures. These low-
cost, innovative applications are 
helping leaders solve today’s com-
munication and collaborative chal-
lenges. They also allow leaders to 
work through new networks to 

engage key stakeholders rather than 
being confined by hierarchies and 
corporate bureaucracy. 

Opportunities Abound
In my book Social Media in 
Healthcare: Connect, Communicate, 
Collaborate (Health Administration 
Press, 2010), I provide a number of 
examples of how innovative health-
care organizations are engaging their 
patients using social media. Some of 
these opportunities include: 

Blogs. Blogs are great tools for 
patients to stay in touch with family 
and friends while undergoing unex-
pected or long-term care. For health-
care organizations, blogs are useful for 
reaching out to the general commu-
nity or specific populations to inform 
and engage. A number of healthcare 
executives connect with their commu-
nities by keeping regular blogs. 
Examples include executives at 
mendocino Coast District Hospital, 
Fort Bragg, Calif.; University of north 
Carolina Healthcare System; and 
Wilmington (Del.) Veterans Affairs 
medical Center.

Microblogs. The most well-known 
version of this technology is Twitter. 
microblogs can be an effective tool 
during emergency situations, when 
traditional communication methods 
may not be functioning. An organiza-
tion can send out informative status 
“tweets” to the media and commu-
nity, helping to reassure the public 
that your facility is still open and 
treating patients. 

Consumers may be tweeting about 
their experiences at your facility, 
which provides an opportunity for you 
to monitor this feedback and learn 
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from it. Reading what patients are 
tweeting about your organization may 
help you better recognize their needs 
and concerns. more importantly, it 
also gives you an easy way to respond 
and let those patients be heard. 

Providers can also leverage these tech-
nologies to attract new patients and 
build loyalty. One fun application of 
microblogging technology I have seen 
involved transmission of “kick” mes-
sages (to Dad or grandparents) each 
time an unborn baby kicks in the 
mother’s womb. 

Social networking sites. Virtual net-
working sites such as Facebook create 
online communities of support and 
are an excellent venue through which 
to engage consumers regarding spe-
cific conditions or diseases. One site I 
have seen uses online and mobile com-
ponents to support users in their 
recovery from addiction. Some hospi-
tals and insurance companies even 
incorporate the site in their patients’ 
aftercare plans and program offerings.

Physicians are also using social net-
working sites to enhance their practices 
by blending online communications 
with traditional patient visits. This is 
helping many physicians offer more 
convenient healthcare that is popular 
with patients and employers alike.

Virtual worlds and use of personal-
ized avatars. These technologies can 
provide exceptional opportunities for 
consumer outreach and delivery of 
patient instructions, education and 
training because they entertain while 
educating or conveying information. 
mayo Clinic and massachusetts 
General Hospital are using virtual 
worlds to conduct classes and lectures 

on a variety of health topics. Boston 
University School of medicine is 
using a Patient Discharge Advocate 
avatar to walk patients through their 
discharge and aftercare plans.

Podcast, video cast and photo 
sharing. These technologies present 
a great opportunity to repackage 

and broaden distribution of  
existing audio, video and digital 
picture files for education and 
information. These media enhance 
text messages and prove valuable 
for outreach to the visually or  
hearing impaired, those with lim-
ited reading skills or anyone who 
prefers multimedia.

Visit www.heart.org/healthcaretraining
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Satisfying Your Customers

Using these tools, listeners and 
viewers can access content and 
download information when and 
how it is convenient for them. These 
media are efficient and effective 
ways of communicating directions, 
prevention and safety tips, disease 
and condition alerts, newsletters, 
public service announcements, 
annual reports, admit and pre/post-
op instructions, billing procedures, 
welcome messages, and patient 
rights and compliance policies.

Widgets and apps. Healthcare 
organizations are creating con-
sumer-friendly apps for those on the 
move. Ochsner Health System in 
new Orleans created a download-
able app with location, contact and 
ER wait time information. 

Community Health network in 
Indianapolis created Pillboxapp.com 
to help consumers and their caregiv-
ers better manage their medications 
on a smartphone. Chester County 
Hospital in West Chester, Pa., cre-
ated a widget (a stand-alone applica-
tion that can be installed and 
executed within a Web page) to 
facilitate individual self-assessments 
to help patients determine risk for 
conditions such as heart disease. 
And St. Louis Children’s has an app 
to help parents make smart deci-
sions on what level of care, if any, is 
needed and how to provide speedy 
symptom relief for minor illnesses 
or injuries.

Determining the Right Tools
Having the right people at the table 

is key to implementing any of the 
above social media tools into your 
organization’s communications  
strategy. A planning team that 
includes senior leadership, individu-
als familiar and active with social 
media technologies, IT staff, clini-
cians and representatives from 
departments related to the project 
will prove invaluable in ensuring 
that your organization selects the 
right tool for the right audience and 
right purpose. When possible, start 
your social media activities in ways 
your patients are already communi-
cating and build on the success of 
each new application. 

We haven’t yet seen all of the ways 
social media technologies will be 
applied; however, now is the time to 
start learning and become familiar with 
the possibilities if you want to prepare 
to satisfy your customers. Those health-
care organizations that can successfully 
engage patients—in the ways patients 
want—will build tremendous trust for 
their organization and loyalty from 
their customers. s

Christina Beach Thielst, FACHE, is an 
administrator and a consultant to hos-
pitals and other healthcare organiza-
tions. She may be reached at christina@
cthielst.com. Also, visit her Weblog at 
http:thielst.typepad.com and follow her 
on Twitter @cthielst.

Editor’s note: Christina Beach 
Thielst, FACHE, is the author of 
Social Media in Healthcare: Connect, 
Communicate, Collaborate (Health 
Administration Press, 2010) and the 
companion self-study course Connect, 
Communicate, Collaborate: Exploring 
New Media. For more information or 
to order, visit ache.org/HAP.
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Go Paperless 
and Get Paid 
Register NOW for CMS Electronic 
Health Record Incentives

The Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) is giving incentive payments to eligible 
professionals, hospitals, and critical access hospitals that demonstrate meaningful use of certifi ed 
electronic health record (EHR) technology.

Incentive payments will include:

• Up to $44,000 for eligible professionals in the Medicare EHR Incentive Program

• Up to $63,750 for eligible professionals in the Medicaid EHR Incentive Program

• A base payment of $2 million for eligible hospitals and critical access hospitals, 
depending on certain factors

Get started early! To maximize your Medicare EHR incentive payment you need to begin 
participating in 2011 or 2012; Medicaid EHR incentive payments are also highest in the fi rst year 
of participation.

Registration for the EHR Incentive Programs is open now, so register TODAY to receive 
your maximum incentive. 
For more information and to register, visit: 

www.cms.gov/EHRIncentivePrograms/
For additional resources and support in adopting certifi ed EHR technology, visit the Offi ce of 
the National Coordinator for Health Information Technology (ONC): 

www.HealthIT.gov




