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How Social Media Transformed
a Nonprofit Medical Professional

Society

by Jennifer Young

Organizations in the area of health care have special concerns when it comes to

incorporating social media into their communications strategy. But entering the

conversation on Twitter and Facebook helped the American Society of Nephrology reach

out to groups previously inaccessible to the society, broadening its global community.

Editors’ note: This article was originally published as a feature on NPQ’s website, on August 31, 2011.

HE AMERICAN SOCIETY OF

Nephrology (ASN), founded

in 1966, is a well-established

13,000-member professional
organization. Highly regarded, it has long
provided the best of all possible educa-
tion opportunities in the field of kidney
medicine. ASN was reluctant to enter the
world of social media, however—a world
that includes Facebook and Twitter but
also encompasses the entire web-enabled
culture of people sharing online content
with people they know.

ASN hired me as an intern in May
2011, in part to help move the society
toward a more dynamic social media
presence. Social media had been part
of my communications strategy while
working for a campus society in college,
and I had just finished my first year at
Georgetown’s Communication, Culture
& Technology Program (CCT), which
grounded me in an understanding of
how social media is revolutionizing the
way we communicate. My challenge at
ASN: (1) research how to improve ASN’s
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social media efforts, and (2) clearly dem-
onstrate the benefits of social media for
a nonprofit medical association.

Why Are Some Organizations
Reluctant to Use Social Media?

Using social media represents a big
change in communication style and
method for many organizations. Instead
of a unidirectional (top-down in most
cases, including ASN’s), highly con-
trolled media and communications
approach, social media focuses on
“sharing,” conversational engagement,
and less centralized control. Before the
Internet age, ASN’s audience consisted
of physicians and scientists studying the
kidney, legislators interested in kidney
disease, and the media. As electronic
communication and the use of social
media exploded, these “traditional”
society audiences and others, including
ASN members, began looking for infor-
mation about the society via the Internet
and on social networks like Twitter and
Facebook.

As a medical professional society,
ASN had another, more specific set of
concerns. Medical professionals view
patient confidentiality as paramount
and inviolable. There are many aspects
of work done in the care of patients that
cannot be transmitted publicly. But social
media encourages unfiltered speech. And
while the use of social media by amedical
professional organization presents few
chances to breach patient privacy, in any
health care—focused environment legiti-
mate concerns exist regarding social
media. To incorporate social media into
amedical association’s communications,
it is essential to answer those concerns
and show that social media can construc-
tively benefit an organization’s mission.

Medical professional associations are
often academic organizations providing
journal publishing, research funding,
and conferences for their members. Aca-
demics are trained to engage in exten-
sive debate and discussion (which often
includes arigorous peer-review process)
prior to undertaking major decisions. In
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science and medicine a measured pace
of change is important, but today’s com-
munication environment moves at light-
ning speed. Incorporating interactive,
real-time communication can require a
significant adjustment on the part of an
organization’s decision makers, many
of whom may not have grown up in a
world with e-mail, Facebook, Twitter,
and YouTube. However, physicians and
scientists are also trained to evaluate
data and apply it in decision making.
Staff members who want to increase
use of social media in these types of
organizations have many opportunities
to demonstrate why social media is so
important for the future of organizational

communications and mission.

A Shift in Focus Needs a Shift in Media
ASN has long proved a reliable source
of professional education and research
support. In recent years the society has
begun to play a much more active role in
shaping policy. ASN advocates for improv-
ing patient care with respect to dialysis,
chronic kidney disease, and transplanta-
tion in the new health care framework, as
well as for increased federal funding for
kidney research. Advocacy today requires
aset of tools different from those ASN was
using in the past, however. Many organi-
zations whose main focus is issue advo-
cacy, such as the Sierra Club, Change.org,
and Amnesty International, have made
social media a powerful tool in the fight
for social good. So as ASN became more
invested in public policy, it had to become
more invested in social media.

ASN leaders also realized that an
increasing number of patients and
members of the general public were vis-
iting the ASN website. As a medical pro-
fessional organization with a very strong
focus on education, ASN has a lot of
interesting and valuable information on
kidney health for all in the kidney com-
munity—including patients and family
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members. But again, for ASN to reach
these new audiences, a shift in focus
really required a shift in media. A strong
social media presence would allow ASN
to engage and inform new audiences
looking for all available information on
kidney health and disease.

Finally, the society recognized that
younger members, already accustomed
to social media, expected to find ASN
communicating through social media.
Additionally, ASN wanted to reach
medical students (as well as undergrad-
uate and high school students) who had
not yet focused on a specific medical
interest such as nephrology. In both
cases, social media provides the connec-
tions and communication tools needed
to engage younger members and reach
out to students to present nephrology as
a career choice.

How We Handled the Transition
In order to revamp ASN’s social media,
the communications team and I had
to start small. ASN only sent out a few
tweets or Facebook posts per day, all
handled by one member of the commu-
nications staff. Starting out small gave
ASN room to experiment with how it
handled social media and time to explore
new tools and practices—while main-
taining a steady presence on Twitter and
Facebook. As the communications team
added investment into social media, we
also added effort, expanding the number
of staff posting on Twitter and Facebook.
Most important, ASN’s communica-
tions team gathered as much data as pos-
sible. We began compiling statistics on
ASN’s own social media efforts while edu-
cating ourselves about social media best
practices and the ways social media helped
other organizations reach target audi-
ences. The team gathered data on what
other groups were doing, as well as sta-
tistics on ASN’s own efforts. For example,
we began using the URL shortener Bit.ly,

along with a user sign-in, which meant that
we could create unique shortened links
to long website addresses and then track
how many people clicked through our
links to the content we had identified. This
provided valuable knowledge on the kinds
of information our audience on Twitter
and Facebook wanted to see from us.
Many of our best-performing links, sur-
prisingly, were to a blog about the history
of nephrology (historyofnephrology
.blogspot.com). While we expected ASN’s
Twitter followers to be mostly interested
in science and society news, our followers
were also demonstrating an interest in a
wider range of topics that reinforce their
sense of community—such as the history
of nephrology.

As our use of Twitter and Facebook
increased, the statistics helped us learn
what information our readers wanted
from us. In an effort to build a nephrology
community on Twitter, ASN’s social media
team tweeted more links to material that
our statistics suggested would get high
readership. The aforementioned blog is a
perfect example of this—and one that can
be built on as we learn more about some
of the nephrologists in our own member-
ship who are also bloggers.

The communications team also gath-
ered data on what other groups were
doing. We analyzed social media use in
organizations both similar to and different
from ASN to learn about the most effective
ways of using Twitter and blogs. Compar-
ing our own practices to those of organi-
zations such as the Sierra Club taught us
a lot about innovative ways to engage in
conversations with multiple audiences.
Following other professional societies’
feeds provided examples of best practices
for large professional nonprofits.

The communications staff also edu-
cated themselves about social media by
reading such sources as Mashable and
more health care—focused sources like
Health Is Social. This benchmarking
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process helped us to develop a strategic
playbook of best practices and things
to avoid. From watching other organi-
zations we learned that a great way to
increase our presence and readership
was to schedule tweets around the clock
instead of just posting during normal
business hours. This way, ASN could
reach busy professionals who only check
Twitter when they get home, as well as a
more international audience of followers
who might not be awake during the same
hours as ASN staff. We learned, too, that
as we bolstered our social media pres-
ence, we had to keep an eye on mentions
and direct messages in Twitter, or risk
losing followers. We began using tools
like HootSuite to enable the communi-
cations team to easily track messages,
followers, and interests.

By focusing on best practices and
avoiding other organizations’ mistakes,
we were able to prove competence and
demonstrate that we knew what we were
doing. Because ASN is a member-driven
association, it’s always important for the
staff to ensure that the leadership under-
stands how specific tactics (such as
social media) are advancing the society’s
mission. The communications team'’s
benchmarking process provided arecord
of insights that could be presented to the
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leadership alongside the fact that, in just
two months, we had tripled link access
and seen the number of Twitter followers
grow by 45 percent.

There were already plenty of nephrol-
ogists using social media before ASN
began working on reevaluating its social
media presence. The conversation on
kidney disease issues was already well
under way on social media venues such
as Twitter and blogs. We had to show
nephrologists that, as their representa-
tive professional organization, ASN was
willing to join in that two-way conver-
sation and foster a better nephrology
community. Once ASN stepped beyond
its traditional communication channels
and entered the conversation on Twitter
and Facebook, it quickly became clear
that social media could help the society
reach out to groups previously inacces-
sible but invaluable to ASN, such as non-
member nephrologists, students, nurses,
pharmacists, dietitians, and the global
nephrology community.

Look to the Future

Many communications experts have
resurrected Marshall McLuhan’s declara-
tion, “The medium is the message.” ASN’s
transition to social media displays this
point beautifully. The American Society

of Nephrology had to recognize that a
shift to social media, with its conver-
sational focus and disruptive ability to
disperse messages from anywhere to
anywhere, was both inevitable and good
for the organization.

Social media is sustainable media; it
helps to build and maintain communi-
ties, and it can be used in rich or lean
times. Social media does require rethink-
ing strictly hierarchical communication
structures. Its ability to foster social inno-
vation can bring in more energy, informa-
tion, and connections. ASN’s social media
presence is growing stronger, and it will
enable the organization to advance its
mission of fighting kidney disease. ASN’s
experience shows that medical profes-
sional societies in particular can and
should embrace social media, especially
if they are to take on new advocacy and
disease-awareness roles.

JENNIFER YOUNG is pursuing a master’s
degree in the Communication, Culture &
Technology Master of Arts Program (CCT)

at Georgetown University.

To comment on this article, write to us at
feedback@npgmag.org. Order reprints from
http://store.nonprofitquarterly.org, using
code 180318.

WWW.NPQMAG.ORG - FALL/WINTER 2011



