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SOCIAL MEDIA AND HEALTHCARE – HYPE OR FUTURE? 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Nowadays, social media are very important platforms, both for organizations and for individuals. 

Social media give the opportunity to present the organization or individual to the outside world. Doing 

so, social media actually become your personal business card. Organizations might reach a bigger 

audience by using social media, since the majority of Dutch people use social media.  

  This research focused on the social media use for external communication of organizations in 

the healthcare industry. The study focused on one main research question and four sub-questions. 

First, the social media use of a number of healthcare organizations was studied by using a content 

analysis. The content that was disseminated through different social media platforms, such as; Twitter, 

Facebook, LinkedIn, YouTube, Blogs, Google+ and Pinterest was analyzed, in order to discover how 

the organizations used social media for external communication and what types of content they 

disseminated. Since the healthcare industry is very broad, seven sectors were selected for this study; 

hospitals, GGD/childcare, GGZ, rehabilitation care, care for the disabled, nursing homes and plastic 

surgery. Next, interviews were held with the employees responsible for the social media use of the 

organizations, which focused on experiences with and expectations for social media within the 

healthcare industry, but also on social media strategies the organizations used. 

  After the information was gathered and analyzed, conclusions were drawn. Social media for 

external communication is not optimally used in the healthcare industry. A reason given for this fact is 

that there is not enough time and budget to fully concentrate on these communication tools. For now, 

social media are mostly used as corporate communication tools and for marketing purposes.  
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Summary 

Over the last few years, social media gained extreme popularity. Many people do have an account on 

one or more social media platforms. With the rise of social media, organizations have the opportunity 

to communicate with consumers in a timely and direct manner. The costs are relatively low and higher 

levels of efficiency may be achieved compared to the more traditional communication tools. However, 

little is known about how and why nonprofit organizations use social media, especially organizations 

in the healthcare industry.  

Organizations might reach a bigger audience by using social media, since the majority of Dutch people 

use social media. Therefore, it is important for organizations to understand social media, but also learn 

from other organizations that already use these media. The goal of this study is to present the status of 

social media use for external communication in the healthcare industry. In addition, experiences and 

expectations from organizations using social media for external communication are studied as well.  

The research question central in this study is: ‘What is the current status of social media use for 

external communication by organizations in the healthcare industry?’ 

 

In total two studies were conducted. First, a content analysis was carried out. The social media use of 

84 organizations in the healthcare industry was analyzed. To be more precise, the activity, popularity 

and presence on Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube, Blogs, Google+ and Pinterest were studied. 

Secondly, interviews were held with the employees responsible for the social media use of the 

organizations, which focused on experiences with and expectations for social media in the healthcare 

industry, but also on social media strategies the organizations used. 

 

The results of this study show that social media are used for external communication in the healthcare 

industry. However, not all different social media are utilized. Generally, organizations have a 

Facebook and/or Twitter account, however, social media platforms such as; Pinterest, Google+ and 

blogs are hardly used within this industry. In addition, the most common theme organizations use on 

social media is ‘information about the organization’, for example, a comment on new parking spaces 

or new equipment the organization uses. Furthermore, interviewees claim there is a need for ‘closed 

platforms’, which are platforms that can only be accessed by members of the page. These closed 

platforms are more suitable for private sensitive information, which is common in the healthcare 

industry. However, these closed platforms are not utilized often, since many organizations do not have 

the time or budget to focus on this. 

  

In brief, a content analysis and interviews were conducted, which concentrated on the social media use 

for external communication of organizations in the healthcare industry. Most organizations do use 

social media, however, the activity on these platforms differ per sector. Besides, there is a need for 

closed platforms. Furthermore, future research on social media use in the healthcare industry is 

recommended, for example a study focusing on one particular sector. 
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Samenvatting 

De populariteit van social media is de afgelopen jaren sterk toegenomen. Veel mensen hebben een 

account op één of meerdere social media platformen. Met de opkomst van social media hebben 

organisaties de gelegenheid om met consumenten te communiceren in een tijdige en directe manier. 

De kosten zijn relatief laag en hogere efficiëntie kan worden bereikt vergeleken met de meer 

traditionele communicatiemiddelen. Er is echter weinig bekend over hoe en waarom non-profit 

organisaties gebruik maken van sociale media voor externe communicatie, in het bijzonder 

organisaties binnen de gezondheidszorg. 

Organisaties kunnen mogelijk een groter publiek bereiken door gebruik te maken van social media 

aangezien de meerderheid van de Nederlandse bevolking gebruik maakt van deze platformen. Daarom 

is het belangrijk voor organisaties om social media te begrijpen, maar ook om te leren van andere 

organisaties die al gebruik maken van deze media. Het doel van deze studie is om de status van het 

gebruik van social media voor externe communicatie in de gezondheidszorg te presenteren. Daarnaast 

worden ervaringen en verwachtingen van de organisaties die gebruik maken van social media goed 

bestudeerd. 

De onderzoeksvraag centraal in dit onderzoek is: 'Wat is de huidige status van het social media 

gebruik voor externe communicatie door organisaties in de gezondheidszorg?' 

In totaal werden twee studies uitgevoerd. Eerst werd een inhoudsanalyse uitgevoerd. Het gebruik van 

de social media van 84 organisaties in de gezondheidszorg werd geanalyseerd. Om precies te zijn, de 

activiteit, populariteit en aanwezigheid op Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, YouTube, blogs, Google+ en 

Pinterest werd bestudeerd. Daarnaast zijn er interviews gehouden met de medewerkers die 

verantwoordelijk zijn voor het gebruik van de social media binnen de organisaties, welke gericht 

waren op ervaringen met en verwachtingen voor social media in de gezondheidszorg, maar ook op de 

social media strategieën die gebruikt werden. 

De resultaten van deze studie tonen aan dat social media gebruikt worden voor externe communicatie 

binnen de gezondheidszorg. Echter, niet alle verschillende social media platformen worden gebruikt. 

In het algemeen hebben de organisaties een Facebook en/of Twitter-account, maar platformen zoals 

Pinterest, Google+ en blogs worden vrijwel niet gebruikt in deze industrie. Daarnaast is het meest 

voorkomende thema welke organisaties gebruiken op social media: 'informatie over de organisatie', 

bijvoorbeeld, een bericht over de nieuwe parkeerplaatsen, of nieuwe apparatuur welke organisaties 

gebruiken. Bovendien beweren de deelnemers van de interviews dat er behoefte is aan 'gesloten 

platformen’, dit zijn platformen die alleen toegankelijk zijn voor leden van de pagina. Deze gesloten 

platformen zijn meer geschikt voor privé gevoelige informatie, wat gebruikelijk is in de 

gezondheidszorg. Echter, deze platformen worden tot nu toe niet vaak gebruikt, omdat de meeste 

organisaties geen tijd of budget hebben om hiermee te werken. 

Kortom, een inhoudsanalyse en interviews werden uitgevoerd, welke gericht waren op het gebruik van 

social media voor externe communicatie van organisaties in de gezondheidszorg. De meeste 

organisaties maken gebruik van social media, maar de activiteit op deze platformen verschillen per 

sector. Daarnaast is er behoefte aan gesloten platforms. Verder wordt toekomstig onderzoek naar 

gebruik van social media in de gezondheidszorg aanbevolen, bijvoorbeeld een studie gericht op één 

bepaalde sector. 
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1. Introduction 

Over the last few years, social media gained extreme popularity (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Social 

media are highly interactive platforms via which users can ‘share, co-create, discuss and modify user-

generated content’ (Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 241). The ‘Global social media check up’ by Burson-

Marsteller (2012) demonstrates the popularity of social media by revealing interesting statistics, such 

as; a growth in Twitter use of almost 700% in the last two years and the fact that one in seven people 

in the world are active Facebook users. A plausible reason for this popularity is that people no longer 

want to be passive ‘spectators’; instead they would like to be interactive (Hanna et al., 2011). This 

means people do not longer use internet solely for researching new products or services, they use it to 

co-create content and connect with organizations (Hanne et al., 2011). For this reason, organizations 

are increasingly interested in understanding how social media can be used optimally in their 

relationships with internal and external stakeholders (Lin et al., 2012).  

With the rise of social media, organizations have the opportunity to communicate with 

consumers in a timely and direct manner. The costs are relatively low and higher levels of efficiency 

may be achieved compared to the more traditional communication tools. Consequently, social media 

are not only relevant for large multinationals, but also for small and medium sized organizations, as 

well as for nonprofit and governmental organizations. (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010).   

  For-profit organizations use social media to, for example, launch a new product or strengthen 

the relationship between the brand and the consumer (Waters et al., 2009). Relatively, little is known 

about the presence of nonprofit organizations on social media, especially organizations in the 

healthcare industry. In addition, if they are present, little is known about how and why they use social 

media for external communication. 

Clearly, social media are popular and fast growing communication channels and have the 

potential of becoming indispensable for organizations. However, clear strategies for social media use 

for external communication are generally lacking, since the social media are so new and relatively 

little research has been done in this area. Clearly, social media can be used for both internal- and 

external communication. However, this study focused on social media for external communication. 

The aim of this study was to focus on the current status of social media use for external 

communication by organizations in the healthcare industry. The reason for focusing on the healthcare 

industry is because of the growing demand in healthcare. It becomes more important for patients to 

take part in important decisions about their healthcare (Randeree, 2009). Therefore, it is argued that 

there is a need for new communication tools and structures in this industry in order to facilitate 

platforms where people can read, share and discuss health related information. This study helps 

healthcare professionals better understand the role of social media and optimize the use of these 

platforms within the healthcare industry. 

 

The following research question will be addressed in this study: 

 

What is the current status of social media use for external communication by organizations in 

the healthcare industry? 

  

The main research question is divided into the following sub-questions: 

 

1. How are social media used for external communication by organizations in the healthcare 

industry? 
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2. What types of content do organizations in the healthcare industry disseminate through social 

media? 

 

3. What are the experiences regarding social media use for external communication in the 

healthcare industry? 

 

4. What are the expectations regarding social media use for external communication in the 

healthcare industry? 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

This chapter gives an overview of the literature and available research within the scope of this study 

which focuses on social media use by organizations within the healthcare industry. Therefore, the 

following themes are discussed: external communication, social media, the categorization of different 

forms of social media, the risks of using social media and social media use within the healthcare 

industry. 

 

2.1 External communication 

 

This study focuses on external communication. External communication is the communication from 

the organization aimed at external stakeholders which is essential for the organization. An example of 

external communication is Public Relations (PR) or relationship management. Often PR is associated 

with relationship management (Ihlen, 2005). Likewise, Hutton (1999) defined the term public relations 

as ‘managing strategic relationships’ (p. 211). In general, this can be done with the help of 

‘interpersonal communications, websites, publications, trade shows, corporate identity programs and 

corporate advertising programs’ (Hutton, 1999, p. 211). It is thought that social media are good 

platforms as well to manage organizational relationships. The desired outcomes of relationship 

management are mutually beneficial relationships (Cutlip, et al., 1999). Moreover, it is argued that 

these relationships are essential for an organization, since these are necessary in achieving long-term 

goals (Hutton, 1999). Thus, relationship management is vital for organizations because it creates and 

maintains beneficial relationships. In addition, Ihlen (2005) argues that these relationships can be 

named the social capital of the organization.  

  Furthermore, Fombrun and Van Riel (2004) claim that the information stakeholders receive 

from a third party about an organization will form the reputation of that organization (Carroll & 

McCombs, 2003). It is thought that social media give the opportunity to provide a fast reaction if 

necessary whenever the organization is covered in the news media, especially if the coverage is 

negative. Roberts & Dowling (2002) argue that organizations with a favorable reputation have a 

competitive advantage. Therefore, good external communication is essential for an organization. 

  Different channels are available to communicate and to manage relationships, like face-to-

face, e-mail, telephone, brochures, video conferencing (Daft & Lengel, 1986) and the latest 

communication tools; social media. Social media allow for social interaction and therefore are creators 

of relationships. Seraj (2012) argues that social media are an alternative for real life, because social 

media give the opportunity to; communicate, make transactions, socialize, learn and relax. Moreover, 

social media platforms have the ability to quickly diffuse and exchange information (Lovejoy et al., 

2012).  

 

2.2 Social media platforms  

 

There are different social media platforms and each platform has different functions. Kaplan & 

Haenlein (2010) make a distinction between ‘self-presentation/self-disclosure’ and ‘social-

presence/media richness’. Based on these two key-elements of social media they made a 

categorization of the different social media, which is presented in figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Categorization of Social Media (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). 

 

Figure 1 shows six different types of social media. Focusing on the social presence/media 

richness scale, blogs and collaborative projects score low since they often consist out of text and the 

exchange of information is easy. Social networking sites and content communities are in the middle 

because they do not only exist out of text but allow sharing video’s, pictures and other forms of media 

as well. Virtual social worlds and virtual game worlds sore highest since they try to replicate actual 

face-to-face communication (this is based on a virtual world). (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010)  

  Focusing on the self-presentation/self-disclosure scale, blogs score higher than collaborative 

projects since blogs are related to a specific theme. Social networking sites score higher than content 

communities because they have a greater opportunity for self-disclosure. Finally, virtual social worlds 

score higher than virtual game worlds since virtual social worlds have more strict guidelines and 

therefore allow for more self-disclosure (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). 

  According to the ‘Global social media check up’ by Burson-Marsteller (2012), Twitter, 

Facebook, YouTube, Google+ and Pinterest are the most used social media within the ‘Fortune Global 

100’ organizations. Hence, this study shall focus on the social networking sites and the content 

communities from figure 1. 

  In short, there are different types of social media in order to communicate with another party, 

which can be categorized based on two key-elements of social media, namely ‘self-presentation/self-

disclosure’ and ‘social-presence/media richness’.  

 

2.3 Social media use 

 

People are busy with work, school, or household. Time to spend with family or friends is limited. 

Therefore, it is argued that social media are not only important for presenting oneself to the outside 

world, they are useful media for social interaction as well since you do not have to meet up with 

someone in order to see or talk to each other. Stolle and Hooghe (2004) stress that formal and informal 

social interaction is important, because it can lead to beneficial outcomes, such as generalized trust, 

promoting tolerance and reciprocity. Moreover, social interaction is seen as a creator of relationships, 

or social capital (Stolle & Hooghe, 2004).   

 It is argued organizations can benefit a lot from social media. The strength of social media is 

that everybody in the world can connect to each other. It is assumed that the use of these highly 

interactive media by organizations create opportunities to be more transparent and disclose 

information, since it is possible to easily update followers of the social media platforms multiple times 

a day. Besides, social media are useful platforms for PR practitioners to interact with important 

stakeholders. Kho (2008) suggests that resources that give the opportunity to communicate faster and 

more personal, like social media, will increase the trustworthiness of the organization and deepen 

relationships with stakeholders. Indeed, research shows that the most important reason for an 

organization to use social media is to create and deepen business relationships (Singh et al., 2012). 
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Moreover, it is thought that social media minimizes the distance between the organization and external 

stakeholder, because it is easier for the external stakeholder to obtain information about the daily 

operations of the organization or information about the organization. Also, the use of social media can 

lead to bigger brand awareness and an increase in website visits (Singh et al., 2012). Parent et al. 

(2011) argue that social media will enhance stakeholder engagement, because social media give 

stakeholders of the organization the opportunity to participate. In addition, research shows that 

organizations which actively use social media perform better than organizations which do not use 

social media. A possible reason for this is that an important goal of using social media is engagement. 

Engaged customers are more willing to spend their time, which might be more important than money 

(Parent et al., 2011). In addition, when the perceived value of a product or service is high, people are 

more willing to pay a higher price for this product or service. This value is mostly created by the 

amount of interaction between consumer and the organization. In addition, the richness of the 

interaction plays an important role as well. Social media is an adequate tool in order to increase the 

perceived value of the organization, because here organizations are able to engage and communicate 

with the consumer. Social media allows for interaction ‘two-way communication’, consequently 

conversations between customers and organization can take place and the perceived value might 

increase (Parent et al., 2011). Furthermore, it is assumed that users of social media are able to find 

information more easily that normally would be more difficult to obtain, like medical information. For 

example, someone posts a question about a certain disease or medicine on a medical discussion board. 

Here, social media are important platforms for people who seek medical advice, who look for 

emotional support, who would like to share medical information, or who would like to participate in 

medical discussions (Tang & Yang, 2012).        

 However, organizations often find it challenging to implement social media in their strategies. 

When social media is lacking in the organizations’ strategies it is difficult to use social media 

consistent, since no clear guidelines are developed (DiStaso et al., 2011). Consistent use of social 

media is important, because it is an essential factor for communication and trust (Rawlings, 2008). In 

addition, implementing social media in the organization’s strategies is a challenge since different 

forms of social media with different increasingly emerge (DiStaso et al., 2011). Besides, the 

stakeholder decides to follow an organization on social media or not. This is the reason why some 

social media pages are more successful than others (Seraj, 2012). Therefore, there must be a difference 

in value perception between successful and less successful social media pages (Seraj, 2012).  

In short, although there are some difficulties when using social media, nowadays social media 

may be beneficial for organizations. Consequently, social media create many opportunities and 

advantages such as deepening relationships and increasing stakeholder engagement. In addition, 

research shows that organizations which use social media perform better than organizations which do 

not use social media. 

 

2.4 Risks of using social media 

 

Social media offer many benefits for organizations which embraced and work with social media. 

However, it is important to also understand that, if managed poorly, social media can bring some 

threats to the organization. A risk of using social media is that there is a possibility the content on the 

platforms is created by external stakeholders as well and can be either positive or negative (Berthon et 

al., 2012). Therefore, the social media platforms of the organization should be monitored constantly to 

respond and solve any negative messages. When the social media team does not act upon these 

negative messages, it could create significant reputation risk. Besides, content placed on the corporate 

social media platforms is not necessarily the only information about the organization on the internet 
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that could pose a reputation risk (Pry, 2010). For example, people might have written about the 

organizations on other social media platforms. Therefore, organizations should use a monitoring tool 

to monitor the internet to find out what information concerning the organization is online, or hire an 

agency to do this on a daily basis.  

  Furthermore, when the employee responsible for the content on the social media platforms has 

no guidelines for content creation or answering questions, he or she will post whatever he or she might 

think is suitable. Then the risk is that the followers of the platform could think these ‘personal 

messages’ represent the corporate view and this could result negatively (Hutchings, 2012; Gerstner 

and Sonntag, 2013). Therefore, it is important to develop some social media guidelines for content 

creation. Moreover, social media guidelines help prevent placing false or misleading information on 

the platforms as well. Thus, the employee responsible for the social media should have ‘enough 

knowledge and time to generate good answers’ (Picazo-Vela et al., 2012, p. 508) and content. Besides, 

when concentrating on the healthcare industry and medical information, organizations should be aware 

of the fact that there is a chance followers will find non-credible health information on the platform, 

since everybody, thus also non health-professionals, can contribute on these platforms (Chou et al., 

2009). Consequently, followers might think this information is written by the organization itself. 

  In addition, organizations should post information consistently, for example three posts a 

week. It does not look good when an organization places two updates one week, then places nothing 

for three weeks, then places one update, etc. Consistent updates are important, because consistency is 

a necessary component in creating trust (Rawlings, 2008). Besides, when content is not regularly 

updated, the chance information is not accurate is high and followers could easily be misinformed. 

When misleading information is given and trust is lacking, the organization might lose (loyal) 

customers. Therefore, clear guidelines should be developed concerning the amount of posts per day, 

week or month on the social media platforms.  

  In short, social media use can bring some risks to an organization that must be understood 

before using the platforms. For example, stakeholders could place content that can harm the reputation 

of the organization, because the content is public and can be seen by everybody who visits the 

platform. In addition, misleading information could be placed on social media platforms as well. 

 

2.5 Social media and the healthcare industry 

 

According to ‘Health 2.0 The Update’ by UMC St Radboud (2011), people in Europe are getting 

increasingly older. Consequently, the need for healthcare is increasing as well. These developments 

create big challenges for the healthcare industry. The costs of healthcare will rise, while the 

government is cutting back in this industry. This situation needs improvement, because plausible 

outcomes are; decreased quality of healthcare or it becomes unaffordable for some people. Social 

media might play an important role in improving the situation the healthcare industry is in. In addition, 

social media are becoming an important part of marketing in the healthcare industry (Gerstner and 

Sonntag, 2013). 

  It is assumed that 8 out of 10 people, who actively use the Internet, are users of social media 

as well. In addition, the number of people who search for medical information online is constantly 

increasing (Mesko, 2011). Moreover, the behavior of the patient is changing. They do not longer have 

to go to the nearest health institution. The patient is well informed about all the offers of the 

organizations in the healthcare industry, partly because of reviews on social media (Gerstner and 

Sonntag, 2013). Besides, it is argued that people ‘also rely on the Internet for help with their 

healthcare decisions’ (Sarasohn-Kahn, 2008, p.3). To be more precise, relying on a big group of 
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people on social media platforms instead of just one expert increases the chance of understanding and 

finding medical information that was unknown before (Sarasohn-Kahn, 2008). Moreover, social 

media are platforms where patients can connect with other patients and healthcare providers. 

Consequently, social media transform into support and information supplying systems and ultimately 

might improve patient health (McCarroll, et al., 2013).  

  According to ‘Health 2.0 The Update’ by UMC St Radboud (2011), the relationships between 

patients and healthcare professionals are improving, as well as the relationships between healthcare 

professionals themselves (Korhonen, et al. 2012). Social media are important tools in this process, 

because they allow for interaction. The study reveals healthcare professionals are becoming 

enthusiastic about social media and increasingly more healthcare professionals are actively engaging 

with social media.   

  Nowadays, it is argued that countries increasingly try to develop healthcare systems that are 

patient-centered. ‘Patient-centered healthcare is part of a shift in focus which has drawn increasing 

interest in recent years, highlighting the importance of incorporating patients’ needs and perspectives 

into care delivery’ (Rozenblum and Bates, 2013, p. 183). This is achieved by stimulating patients to be 

actively involved in the development of health services (Kamphuis et al., 2012; Crawford et al., 2002). 

Indeed, according to Helderman et al. (2005), the Dutch government finds that the involvement of 

patients in the development of health services is very important. Clearly, social media might be 

adequate platforms to increase the involvement of patients within the healthcare industry. 

  Furthermore, social media are suitable communication platforms for promoting public health 

as well. For example, using social media platforms for campaigns to demonstrate the dangers of 

smoking or dietary interventions will increase the reach of these campaigns, because of the popularity 

of social media amongst people (Chou et al., 2009). As a result, using social media for public health 

campaigns, more people will be informed about important health related information. In addition, the 

public health messages spread faster via social media and the functional health literacy will improve 

(Gupta, et al., 2013).  

  Besides the involvement of patients, social media offer many opportunities for the healthcare 

industry. For example, information about health or medicine would normally be obtained by a visit to 

the doctor or a pharmacy. However, nowadays a lot of this information can be found via social 

networking sites. For instance, physicians can upload videos about certain medical topics on YouTube, 

or professionals within the healthcare industry could use blogs for sharing medical information and 

education (Subramoniam & Sadi, 2010). In addition, quality in healthcare might increase when 

organizations in this industry would actively use social media to accelerate communication and 

provide information to patients and their families (Van de Belt, et al., 2012). 

  In short, the healthcare industry might benefit from social media, because they allow for 

interaction between healthcare professional and patient. Consequently, social media are becoming 

support and information supplying systems and ultimately might improve patient health. 
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3. Methods 

To answer the research questions two studies were performed. First, an extensive study was done 

focusing on the current social media use of 84 organizations in the healthcare industry. The second 

study aimed at the experiences and expectations concerning social media use within the healthcare 

industry.  

  The Dutch healthcare industry has many different sectors. This study will be most valuable 

when a clear status update of the social media use for external communication is presented within 

different sectors of the healthcare industry instead of just a small part of the industry. Therefore, the 

study focused on the following sectors; hospitals, GGD (including child care), GGZ, rehabilitation 

care, care for the disabled, nursing homes, and plastic surgery. These sectors represent different parts 

of the healthcare industry. Moreover, the Social Media Monitor Zorg (2011) used these sectors as well 

for their study, except for the sector plastic surgery. However, it is argued plastic surgery is an 

interesting sector for this study as well, because these concern mostly private institutions, while the 

other sectors are mostly public institutions. Consequently, a difference in social media use might be 

detected. 

 

3.1 Study 1 – Content Analysis 

 

Study 1 focused on sub-question 1: ‘How are social media used for external communication by 

organizations in the healthcare industry?’ and sub-question 2: ‘What types of content do organizations 

in the healthcare industry disseminate through social media?’ The goal of this study is to present the 

status of the social media use for external communication of 84 organizations in the healthcare 

industry. For this study a comprehensive content analysis was carried out.  

  The studied organizations were randomly selected. To be more precise, 12 organizations from 

each sector were randomly selected and the social media use for external communication of these 

organizations was analyzed. In addition, in order to collect sufficient data, a selection criterion had to 

be taken into account. Accordingly, only the social media platforms presented on the corporate 

websites of the organizations were analyzed, because then it was certain these were the official social 

media platforms of the organizations. Consequently, there was a possibility there were other platforms 

the organization was using as well, however, no certainty these were the official platforms of the 

organization. Therefore, these platforms were left out in this study.  

The ‘Global social media check up’ by Burson-Marsteller (2012) demonstrates that Facebook, 

Twitter, YouTube, Google+ and Pinterest are popular platforms among the Fortune Global 100. 

Therefore, these platforms were selected for this study. Besides, LinkedIn and Blogs were also 

selected, because it is argued LinkedIn is a useful platform for HR activities. Moreover, it is argued 

blogs are adequate platforms for clarifying health related topics. 

A coding scheme was developed in order to analyze the social media of the different 

organizations equally. Because every social media platform is different, a different coding scheme for 

every platform was needed.   

 

Facebook 

The main goal of a corporate Facebook account is to share content with the outside world and build 

relationships with the followers. Therefore, the coding scheme for Facebook included the following 

themes; presence, popularity, type of content, links, commitment, and interactivity. First, presence 

refers to whether an organization has an account on Facebook or not. Secondly, popularity concerns 

the amount of ‘(page) likes’ of the platform. Next, type of content refers to the themes of the published 
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content, for example to inform, promotion of products or branding. Then, links refer to any published 

links directing followers to the corporate website, the corporate social media platforms or external 

websites. Finally, interactivity concerns whether the organization reacted on relevant comments and 

questions of followers. Consequently, it could be concluded whether the organization used social 

media either for sending or for interacting with the followers. The studied period concerned the 

months August 2012 until January 2013 and counted 184 days. 

 

Twitter 

The main goal of Twitter is quite similar to that of Facebook, to share information. However, the 

maximum amount of characters per tweet is only 140, which means the tweets are short. The coding 

scheme for Twitter included the following themes; presence, popularity, type of content, links, 

commitment, and interactivity. First, presence refers to whether an organization has an account on 

Twitter or not. Secondly, popularity concerns the amount of followers of the platform. Next, type of 

content refers to the themes of the published content, for example to inform, promotion of products or 

crisis communication. Then, links refer to any published links directing followers to the corporate 

website, the corporate social media platforms or external websites. Finally, interactivity concerns 

whether the organization reacted on relevant comments and questions of followers. Consequently, it 

could be concluded whether the organization used social media either for sending or for interacting 

with the followers. The studied period concerned the months August 2012 until January 2013 and 

counted 184 days.       

 

YouTube 

YouTube is a platform where users can upload videos. The coding scheme for YouTube included the 

following themes; presence, popularity, types of videos and interactivity. First, presence refers to 

whether an organization has a corporate channel on YouTube or not. Secondly, popularity concerns 

the amount of ‘subscribers’ and ‘videoviews’. Thirdly, types of videos refer to the themes of the 

published videos, in order to find out the goal of the platform. Finally, interactivity refers to whether 

the organization reacted on relevant comments and questions about the videos. Consequently, it could 

be concluded whether the organization used social media either for sending or for interacting with the 

followers. 

 

LinkedIn 

LinkedIn is a social networking website for people in professional occupations (LinkedIn, 2013). In 

addition, an organization can create a corporate account on the website which users can follow. The 

coding scheme for LinkedIn included the following themes; presence, popularity, function, careers and 

services. First, presence refers to whether an organization has a corporate account on LinkedIn or not. 

Secondly, popularity concerns the amount of ‘followers’ the organization has on the platform. Then, 

function refers to whether the organization uses LinkedIn for internal use (for employees only) or for 

external use as well (used for networking with outsiders and as human resources tool), Next, careers 

concerns whether the organization presents open vacancies or not, gives a description of the 

organization and whether there are any testimonials presented. Consequently, it could be concluded if 

the organization used LinkedIn as a Human Resources tool. Finally, services concerns whether the 

organization offers any services to LinkedIn users, for example the opportunity to download a hay 

fever app on the LinkedIn platform of a drugstore.  

 

Google+ 

Google+ is a social networking site similar to that of Facebook. The coding scheme for Google+ 
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included the following themes; presence, popularity, type of content, links, commitment, and 

interactivity. First, presence refers to whether an organization has a corporate account on Google+ or 

not. Secondly, popularity concerns the amount of followers of the platform. Next, type of content 

refers to the themes of the published content, for example to inform, promotion of products or crisis 

communication. Then, links refer to any published links directing followers to the corporate website, 

the corporate social media platforms or external websites. Finally, interactivity concerns whether the 

organization reacted on relevant comments and questions of followers. Consequently, it could be 

concluded whether the organization used social media either for sending or for interacting with the 

followers. The studied period concerned the months August 2012 until January 2013 and counted 184 

days. 

 

Blog 

A blog is a platform for information sharing and discussion (Blog, 2013). The coding scheme for a 

blog included the themes; presence, type of content, links, commitment and interactivity. First, 

presence refers to whether an organization has a blog or not. Secondly, type of content refers to the 

themes of the published content, for example to inform, promotion of products or crisis 

communication. Then, links refer to any published links directing followers to the corporate website, 

the corporate social media platforms or external websites. Finally, interactivity concerns whether the 

organization gives a reaction on relevant comments and questions of followers. Consequently, it could 

be concluded whether the organization used social media either for sending or for interacting with the 

followers. The studied period concerned the months August 2012 until January 2013 and counted 184 

days. 

 

Pinterest 

Pinterest is a photo sharing website that can be compared to an actual pin-board. Users can upload 

visuals on different theme-based ‘boards’ (Pinterest, 2013). The coding scheme for Pinterest included 

the following themes; presence, popularity, types of visuals, activity and interactivity. First, presence 

refers to whether an organization has an account on Pinterest or not. Secondly, popularity concerns the 

amount ‘followers’ of the platform. Thirdly, types of visuals refer to the themes of the pin-boards, in 

order to find out the goal of the platform. Finally, activity refers to whether the organization writes a 

description accompanied with the visuals on the pin-boards.  

 

  All platforms were examined on presence in order to develop a stocktaking of the popularity 

of the different social media amongst the organizations. Popularity was analyzed on all platforms 

except for the blog, since it is not possible for an outsider to see how many ‘followers’ the blog has. It 

is argued that organizations with many followers were doing well, since these followers were willingly 

following the organization, and could become ‘role-models’ for the industry. The themes of the 

published content indicated the goals of the platforms, e.g. to inform or to sell products. It is argued 

that links were used to direct visitors to, for example, the corporate website and thus were used to 

bring in new patients or customers.  
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3.2 Study 2 – Interviews 

 

Study 2 focused on sub-question 3: ‘What are the experiences regarding social media use for external 

communication in the healthcare industry?’ and sub-question 4: ‘What are the expectations regarding 

social media use for external communication in the healthcare industry?’. To answer the sub-

questions, interviews were held with the employees responsible for the social media of the 

organization.  

 A semi-structured interview guide was developed and was used to indicate the experiences 

with and expectations of social media of 9 participants. The interviews were all conducted by the 

researcher and lasted approximately 30 to 45 minutes. The interviews were recorded with the 

participant’s permission and were analyzed after the interview. Although the questions were defined 

beforehand, the interview guide allowed for flexibility when needed.  

 In order to compile accurate data for this study, certain selection criteria had to be taken into 

account. First, the participants needed to work for organizations which have a minimum of three social 

media platforms, consequently more and relevant information could be gathered. Generally, it was 

argued that organizations which work with at least three social media platforms were experienced with 

social media and able to indicate the expectations, difficulties and trends regarding social media in the 

healthcare industry.  

  Secondly, the participants were the employees responsible for the social media use of the 

selected organizations. To be more precise, these participants were most experienced with social 

media within the organizations and, consequently, had the most valuable information regarding this 

study. 

 The goal of this study was to gain insight in the experiences and expectations participants have 

with social media use in the healthcare industry. Based on these experiences and expectations, 

predictions were made regarding the future of social media use in the healthcare industry. Therefore, 

the questions of the interviews focused on the following themes: experiences, motives, strategy, needs 

and expectations. The interview guide is presented in Appendix 1. 

  In sum, 9 respondents participated in this study and were questioned with the help of a semi-

structured interview about the experiences and expectations regarding social media use for external 

communication in the organizations.  
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4. Results 

In this chapter the results of the research are presented. The organizations that were studied represent 

seven sectors within the healthcare industry, namely; hospitals, GGD/ childcare, GGZ, rehabilitation 

care, care for the disabled, nursing homes and plastic surgery. Childcare falls under GGD, therefore 

these two sectors are presented as the same.  

Section 4.1 gives an overview of the outcomes of the content analysis and section 4.2 focuses 

on the interviews that were held with nine persons working with social media in the healthcare 

industry. 

 

4.1 Status of social media use in the healthcare industry 

 

During this study, the social media platforms of 84 organizations within the healthcare industry were 

analyzed based on different aspects, namely; presence, popularity, the communicated themes, activity, 

and the posting of links to the corporate website, the organization’s social media or external websites.   

In section 4.1.1 the results concerning presence, popularity and activity of all studied 

organizations and all social media platforms are presented. In addition, section 4.1.2 till 4.1.8. indicate 

the results of the communicated themes and links per social media platform and per sector. 

 

4.1.1 Presence, popularity and activity 

 

This section compares the presence, popularity and activity of the studied sectors on the different 

social media platforms. Presence refers to the presence of a sector on a social media platform, 

popularity refers to the number of people who visit the social media platform, and activity refers to the 

frequency of placing content on the social media platform. 

 

Presence 

In order to discover which sectors use certain social media platforms, the presence of the organizations 

is shown in figure 1. This graph demonstrates that Facebook and especially Twitter are the most 

popular platforms to work with, followed by YouTube and LinkedIn. It is assumed that Facebook and 

Twitter are the most popular platforms to use in the healthcare industry, because these are the 

platforms on which the organizations could connect and communicate most with people, since many 

people in The Netherlands have an account on Facebook and Twitter. Consequently, Blogs, Google+ 

and Pinterest are hardly used as social networking sites, at least, these were hardly promoted on the 

corporate website. Blogs are very specific and people must know the blog exists to follow the blog, 

while for example many people are already on Facebook. Facebook is a platform on which people can 

also share information, which means that when a friend shares a post of a hospital, one will also see it. 

That applies for Twitter as well; when a friend ‘retweets’ a tweet of an organization, one will also see 

it. However, Google+ is still very unknown and not many people have an account on this platform. It 

is argued that this is one of the reasons why not many organizations use Google+, because the people 

are on other platforms. Besides, Pinterest is a platform where one can share visuals on a pinboard. It is 

assumed this platform is more difficult to communicate with people, since the focus is on pictures. 

However, it would be interesting to find out if and why organizations in the healthcare industry use it.  

An interviewee claimed that organizations have to be present on the platforms where the target 

group is present. At this moment, the most important platforms are Facebook and Twitter, however in 

a few years another platform might become more popular and then the organizations may be present 

on that platform.  
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Besides, the study indicates that ‘hospitals’ is the sector which is most present on social 

media, followed by ‘rehabilitation care’ and ‘GGZ’. It is assumed that these organizations are more 

present on social media than the other sectors, because most hospitals are bigger organizations, where 

most likely more budget and time is available to work with social media.  

 

 
Figure 1. The number of organizations present on the different social media platforms 

 

Popularity 

In order to discover which sector is most popular on social media, the average number of fans (or 

followers) per sector is presented in figure 2. First, the average number of fans (or followers) of the 

twelve studied organizations per sector was calculated. Next, there was chosen for percentages, since 

the average amount of likes (or followers) differs enormously per sector, for example, an organization 

can easily have 2000 followers on Twitter, while having 100 fans on Facebook. As a result, the figure 

presents a realistic overview.  

As can be seen, hospitals are most popular, which means have the most followers on social 

media. It is argued that popularity (the amount of followers) and activity (the amount of posts) are 

linked. This means that when the activity is higher, the popularity is higher as well, or the other way 

around. The reason for this assumption is that hospitals are active on social media, they place new 

posts regularly, and consequently people stay interested and curious about the next post. Care for the 

disabled is active as well, and therefore might also have more followers. Moreover, rehabilitation care 

is very popular on Twitter, however, less popular on other platforms. Indeed, figure 2 shows that 

rehabilitation care is very active on Twitter, however is (almost) not active on the other platforms. In 

addition, nursing homes and plastic surgery are the sectors that have the least followers on social 

media and are also the least active on social media. 
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Figure 2. The percentage of the average amount followers per sector  

 

Activity 

In order to discover which sector is most active on social media, the amount of posts per sector are 

presented in figure 4. First, the average number of posts of the twelve studied organizations per sector 

was calculated. Next, there was chosen for percentages, since the average amount of posts differs 

enormously per sector, for example, an organization can easily have 300 tweets on Twitter, while 

having 25 posts on Facebook. As a result, the figure presents a realistic overview.  

As can be seen, hospitals, rehabilitation care and care for the disabled are most active on social 

media. In addition, plastic surgery is the sector least active on social media. There might be different 

reasons for the level of activity per organization. For example, one organization might want to be 

active on social media, however does not have the time or budget to work on those platforms. While 

the other organization does have time, however does not see the added value of social media and 

therefore neglect them. 
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Figure 3. The percentage of the average amount of posts per sector  

  

4.1.2 Facebook 

 

Themes 

In order to indicate the goals of the organizations to use Facebook, the themes of the published content 

per sector are studied.  

 

Hospitals 

Table 1 presents the different themes hospitals use for the content they publish on their Facebook 

profiles. The majority of posts (42%) of the hospitals are concentrating on news or information about 

the organization, e.g. ‘Did you know VUmc offers free wireless internet to visitors and patients? Very 

simple: [Link].’  

Another popular theme (22%) is about the different events the organizations organize, these 

posts are either informing followers about the event or inviting followers to the event, e.g. ‘Did you 

already sign up for the Bride to Bridge run next Sunday? [Link].’ Clearly, the theme ‘events’ could be 

informative as well. However, the difference between the themes ‘information about the organization’ 

and ‘events’ is that events specifically focuses on events like fairs, conventions, games, etc.  

It is argued that the themes ‘information about the organization’ and ‘events’ are used for 

marketing purposes, because this information is meant to show people the strengths of the 

organization. Sharing information about the organization and events organized by the organization 

will show the follower how professional, good and fun the organization really is. 

Posts about research the hospital or other scientists perform and Human Resources are given 

the least attention. 

Universitair Medisch Centrum (UMC) Utrecht and Laurentius hospital differentiate 

themselves by asking feedback from patients and place posts concentrating on employees of the 

hospital. The Jeroen Bosch hospital posts content with background information about doctors as well.  

Furthermore, Hagaziekenhuis synchronized their Facebook page with their Twitter page, 

which means that the content placed on Twitter automatically appears on Facebook as well.  

Generally, hospitals use Facebook in order to inform fans of the page about the organization 

itself. The Facebook pages contain informative posts regarding events, news about the organization, 
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charities, treatments, human resources and research. In addition, photos are used as well. It is argued 

Facebook is a tool to view posts and pictures of friends. Likewise, it is assumed photos are posted by 

hospitals in order to become ‘friends’ and reduce the distance between the hospital and the Facebook 

fans. 

 

Theme Percentage 

News about organization  42% 

Events 22% 

Charities 10% 

Information about treatments 7% 

Human Resources 3% 

Research 2% 

 

Table 1. Themes used on Facebook by hospitals 

 

GGD/ Child-care 

As mentioned before, GGD and child-care are thought as one sector, this means 6 GGD organizations 

and 6 childcare organizations are studied. However, some differences between GGD and childcare 

have been discovered. First of all, only 1 out of 6 GGD institutions has a Facebook profile. Moreover, 

this organization placed only 5 posts during the studied period, which means it is not very active.  

On the contrary, 3 out of 6 childcare organizations have a Facebook profile, which are more 

active than the GGD profile. In addition, the childcare Facebook profiles have significantly more fans, 

namely 218, 375 and 126 versus the 31 fans of the GGD institution. 

The posts of the GGD institution had the following themes; travel vaccinations, national health 

tips (e.g. information about head lice), news about the organization and events. An example of a post 

on the Facebook page is as follows: ‘The schools started again. You have to be extra careful for head 

lice. Check our website for tips: [LINK]’. 

Besides placing posts about the organizations and upcoming events, the childcare 

organizations posted about their own projects, for example, one organization has a project ‘help find 

foster-parents’ consequently they place posts concerning this project on their Facebook page, e.g. 

‘Looking for a foster parent in the neighborhood? Pay attention to the window boards with the orange 

logo’s and click here for the addresses: [LINK]’. 

It is assumed the GGD and child-care sector do not find the use of Facebook that important. 

To be more precise, this sector would communicate more with their audience through this platform if 

they would like to socially connect with people. However, some organizations do find use in it and 

start a campaign. 

 

GGZ 

Table 2 presents the different themes that are used by the GGZ on Facebook. Surely, news or 

information about the organization is most used by these organizations, followed by events. The other 

themes are all used minimally (< 10%). 

 One GGZ institution differentiates itself from others by placing post about their blog. This 

means they place a post whenever there is a new blog post. Another GGZ institution communicated 

about the art their clients make, for example, ‘Beautiful Delfts Blauw artwork from our clients’. This 

example was followed by a picture of the artwork. This example shows that not all posts include a link 

and direct the visitor to, for example, the corporate website. The goal of this post was to purely present 
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something nice to the fans and create this ‘friendly’ connection. It is fun for the followers to see, but 

also for the clients and employees of the organization.  

Furthermore, one organization fully synchronized their Facebook page with their Twitter page. 

This means that exactly the same ‘tweets’ appear on their Facebook page as well. It can be concluded, 

this organization does not see a difference between the goals of the different social media platforms, 

and therefore uses the same content for both platforms. 

Generally, the GGZ uses Facebook in order to inform fans of the page about the organization 

itself and events that are organized by the organization or other organizations. However, posts 

concerning certain medical conditions are hardly present. It is assumed there is a taboo on mental 

conditions, and the GGZ. Patients would like to stay anonymous, and therefore not associate 

themselves with Facebook pages of GGZ. Therefore, it is argued the popularity of GGZ on Facebook 

is low as well.   

 

Theme Percentage 

News/information organization 62% 

Events 15% 

Info treatment 8% 

Information addiction 5% 

Human resources 4% 

Research 3% 

Poll 2% 

Interviews professionals 1% 

Charities 1% 

 

Table 2. Themes used on Facebook by GGZ 

 

Rehabilitation care 

The themes communicated by rehabilitation care on Facebook are shown in table 3. Clearly, events 

and news or information about the organization are the most common themes used on Facebook, 

followed by human resources. One organization differentiated itself by placing posts whenever they 

had a new blogpost. In addition, one organization has a ‘company page’, which is a page solely meant 

for employees, consequently, all information on the page is closed for outsiders.  

An example of the most used theme events, is as follows: ‘December 7
th
 at RMC Groot 

Klimmendaal: The International Health Battle! Read more about this exciting match [LINK]’. The 

goal of this post was to inform people about this event. Moreover, on the day of the event the 

organization posted the following post: ‘The Health Battle starts: the projects are now presented. We 

wish the student teams the best of luck!’, which was followed by a picture of the event. It is argued that 

the organization wanted to inform people about the event with the first post, and follow up and 

entertain people with the second post. It is argued that people who went to the event feel a connection 

with the organization when reading about the event on the Facebook page and see pictures of that day. 

 

Theme Percentage 

Events 32% 

News/information organization 27% 

Human resources 11% 

Vacation 10% 
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Feedback clients 6% 

Info treatment 5% 

Projects 5% 

Client portrait 2% 

Research 1% 

Charities 1% 

 

Table 3. Themes used by rehabilitation care on Facebook. 

 

Care for the disabled 

Table 4 presents the different themes that are used by the care for the disabled sector on Facebook. 

Care for the disabled makes use of many different themes and is relatively very active on this 

platform. Clearly, the theme ‘news or information about the organization’ is most used, followed by 

events. For example, one organization places many photo albums of events. It is argued, these posts 

are informing people about the fun things the organization organizes, but it is also fun for the visitors 

of the event. By placing these pictures, the organization tries to create a bond with the followers. It is 

very low threshold, and the distance between organization and follower becomes smaller since the 

followers know what the organization does and organizes. In addition, the follower can experience a 

little bit of the organization’s atmosphere. 

Interestingly, after news/information about the organization and events, ‘projects’ is the most 

common theme on Facebook. Projects are organization specific activities which they are 

communicating about, e.g. placing posts regarding a group vacation or a social media course the 

organization was following. For example, ‘This week, a large number of our young clients went on fall 

camp in Loon op Zand. This year's theme is Sports & Games. Want to stay informed? Read the daily 

report here: [LINK]’, which is accompanied with a picture. It is argued the organization would like to 

inform other followers about the fun things the organization is doing with their clients.  

Within the care for the disabled sector, clients are very creative. Therefore, most organizations 

have a shop where they sell products their clients made. In addition, they also organize art expositions, 

where the art is made by clients.    

 

Theme Percentage 

News/Information organization 33% 

Events 26% 

Projects 7% 

Human resources/volunteering 5% 

Art exposition 5% 

Research/innovation 3% 

Client/employee portrait 2% 

Info treatment 2% 

Politics 2% 

Shop 2% 

Raising money  1% 

Feedback clients 1% 

Charities 1% 
 

Table 4. Themes used by care for the disabled on Facebook. 
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Nursing homes 

Table 5 indicates that news or information about the organization and events are the most 

communicated themes by nursing homes. Surprisingly, this is followed by human resources. In 

addition, volunteering and education are also part of human resources. An example of a post 

concerning volunteers: ‘On Thursday, October 4th eighty volunteers of Nursing home The 

Gezinspaviljoen from Bovenkarspel were put in the spotlight’, which was accompanied with a picture. 

It is argued by placing posts about volunteers and show appreciation for the work these people do, the 

organization is sending out a signal that they really care about volunteers. Consequently, followers 

might want to volunteer for this organization as well. This approach is different than recruiting new 

volunteers by handing out flyers or by an ad in the newspaper. 

Furthermore, one organization used tweets which they placed on their Twitter page on their 

Facebook page as well, which means this organization does not see the different goals the different 

platforms have. 

Besides, ‘client/employee portraits’ entail stories based on experiences of employees and/or 

clients which are mostly also written by these employees or clients. For example, ‘The residents 

enjoyed an outing. After a cup of coffee, bingo was played. Then a few residents went to the city for a 

nice lunch. Upon return, another round of bingo was played. The residents look back on a great day!’, 

which was accompanied with a picture of the residents having lunch on a terrace. This post might 

attract new residents, for example, a son or daughter is looking for a nursing home for their mother or 

father. By seeing these posts, they might become enthusiastic about this specific home and make an 

appointment for more information. 

Moreover, charities and politics are given least attention on Facebook.  

 

Theme Percentage 

News/Information organization 37% 

Events 31% 

Human resources 10% 

Projects 10% 

Tweets 7% 

Client/employee portraits 3% 

Services/treatments organization 2% 

Charities 0% 

Politics 0% 

 

Table 5. Themes communicated by nursing homes on Facebook. 

 

Plastic Surgery 

The themes communicated by the sector plastic surgery on Facebook are demonstrated in table 6. It 

can be seen that news or information about the organization is the most common theme, followed by 

information about the treatments.  

Furthermore, plastic surgery makes use of special offers presented on their Facebook page, 

e.g. ‘In the months February and March we will give 15% discount on all injectables.’ In addition, 

they organize win campaigns on their Facebook page as well. This is the only sector where win 

campaigns and special offers play a role on Facebook. It is assumed this sector is the only sector 

where most organizations are private instead of public. Patients have to pay a lot of money for the 
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surgeries, since most of them are not covered by health insurance. Therefore, these organizations 

would like to attract them with special offers. 

What is more, one organization is active on Facebook since April 2013, which is after the 

studied period. Besides, one organization has placed zero posts in the studied period, which means it is 

not active. This demonstrates this sector is very late with adapting on Facebook. It is assumed that in 

the beginning of Facebook they did not see the benefits of it. However, now they see competitors and 

clients are active on this platform, they would like to start using the social medium as well. 

 

Theme Percentage 

News/Information organizations 48% 

Info treatment 15% 

Events 12% 

Today's surgeon 6% 

Stories of clients 5% 

Consulting hour 4% 

Win campaign 4% 

Special offers 2% 

Sponsorship 2% 

Charities 1% 

Human Resources 1% 

 

Table 6. Themes communicated by plastic surgery on Facebook. 

 

Links 

It is assumed that links are used to direct visitors to a preferred destination, for example, to the 

corporate website or the organization’s social media in order to generate traffic to these platforms. 

However, when the organization directs her Facebook fans to an external website, it is assumed these 

external links are placed in order to purely inform the fans. 

Figure 4 presents an overview of the links the different sectors placed on Facebook during the 

studied period. It can be concluded that organizations place many links to their corporate website. 

However, the sector ‘care for the disabled’ placed more links to external websites. It is argued that this 

sector focuses more on informing people by directing them to, in their opinion, useful websites. On the 

other hand, the other sectors focus more on directing people to their own websites. Likely, these 

sectors might have another strategy for branding.  

Surprisingly, links that were placed to direct traffic to the organizations’ social media 

platforms are minimal compared to links generating traffic to the website of the organization or other 

external websites. 

In short, most organizations use links to generate traffic to the organization’s corporate 

website and provide clients with information about the organization.    
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Figure 4. Links placed on Facebook 

 

In sum, Facebook is a very popular platform to use within the healthcare industry, all sectors 

are present on this medium. However, some sectors are more active than others. It is argued that this 

platform is used in order to create a connection with followers, organizations would like to become 

‘friends’ with them. In order to do so, a lot of information about the organization is presented on this 

platform, accompanied with pictures of events, employees, or the organization itself. It is assumed that 

organizations would like to create a connection with people, so that when people need medical help, 

they will choose the organization which they have a connection and feel comfortable with.  

 

4.1.3 Twitter 

 

Themes 

In order to indicate the goals of the organizations to use Twitter, the themes of the published content 

per sector are studied.  

 

Hospitals 

Table 7 indicates the different themes hospitals use for the content they publish on their Twitter 

profiles. These are mainly the same themes as used for Facebook, however, Twitter allows for other 

possibilities like Retweets and @’s. Retweets are tweets of other people or organizations which are 

‘copied’ on the organization’s own Twitter page. @’s are tweets directed to other people or 

organizations, this feature allows for interaction with followers or other people or organizations. 

Therefore, @ is considered a theme as well. It is argued that organizations using many @’s focus more 

on interaction with people. In addition, Twitter is a good medium for consulting hours. Here, people 

can tweet their question and consequently healthcare professionals answer all the questions during that 

hour. 

As table 7 indicates, @’s are most used on the Twitter pages of hospitals, therefore it is 

assumed that hospitals find interaction with followers important. For example, ‘@[NAME], sorry to 

hear that. Might our patient information center be of help? E-mail: [E-MAIL ADDRESS]’. It is 

argued, many people ask questions or write complaints on the corporate Twitter channel. It is 

important the organizations react accordingly. Secondly, news or information about the organization is 

a common theme as well, followed by retweets. An example about information about the organization 

is, ‘Make sure you do not get lost in the #policlinic of #VUmc. Use the #digital #groundplan! [LINK]’. 

The organization uses hashtags (#) in front of topics or keywords, consequently, these topics or 
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keywords become clickable. When someone clicks on a hashtagged word, it shows all other Tweets 

marked with that keyword. In other words, the range of the Tweet becomes larger.  

Besides, charities, human resources, research and twitter consulting hours are the least used 

themes on Twitter. 

Apart from this, Jeroen Bosch Ziekenhuis differentiate itself by posting tweets that are 

children oriented, e.g. ‘Troetel makes sick children happy: [LINK]’ 

 

Theme Percentage 

@ 34% 

News about organization 23% 

Retweets 21% 

Events 8% 

Information about treatments 8% 

Charities 2% 

Human resources 1% 

Research 1% 

Twitter consulting hour 1% 

 

Table 7. Themes used on Twitter by hospitals 

 

GGD/child-care 

The differences in activity discussed regarding GGD/child-care on Facebook are also present when 

concentrating on Twitter. Child-care is more active on Twitter than GGD. The GGD had an average of 

109 tweets in the studied period, while child-care had an average of 418 tweets in the studied period. 

 Table 8 presents an overview of themes the GGD uses on Twitter. Clearly, retweets are most 

common. Most retweets are from other organizations and not from people, e.g. from other GGD 

institutions. These retweets concentrate on useful information about e.g. national health (e.g. obesity, 

consequences of smoking) or national issues (e.g. loverboys, education). An example of a retweet is, 

‘Tip: Do not give food or drinks as a reward or punishment for your child. More Tips on the app 

Grow up Healthy: [LINK]’. Clearly, this tweet is meant to inform parents about the upbringing of their 

children. Although the tweet is written by another organization, it still is very informative for parents. 

Therefore, the organization retweeted this tweet. Tweets concerning national health, national issues, 

news or information about the organization, events and research are used almost equally. The goal of 

most of these tweets is to inform followers. Many tweets include a link, because a tweet only allows 

for 140 characters. Since tweets are so short, the link directs followers to a place where more 

information on that topic is given.   

Finally, tweets about travel/vaccinations/shots, human resources and @’s are least common on 

Twitter. 

 

Theme Percentage 

Retweets 42% 

National issues 12% 

News/information organization 11% 

National health 10% 

Events 9% 

Research 7% 
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Human resources 4% 

Travel/vaccinations/shots 3% 

@ 2% 

Consulting hour 1% 

 

Table 8. Themes used on Twitter by GGD 

 

Table 9 presents an overview of the themes used on Twitter by child-care organizations. Here, 

news or information about the organization is the most common theme on Twitter, followed by 

retweets. For example, ‘Yorneo 0|12 #Hoogeveen is 25 years old and this is celebrated with (former) 

colleagues and partners in the chain. Have a nice day!’, which was accompanied with a twitpic. A 

twitpic is a picture uploaded on Twitter. It is argued this tweet was used in order to inform followers 

about this milestone and create a connection with the follower. Moreover, national child issues (e.g. 

tweets concerning autism, dyslexia, education), events and @’s are common themes on Twitter as 

well. It is argued that tweets concerning national child issues are tweeted to provide followers with 

important information concerning health. Indeed, childcare organizations are non-profit organizations 

providing information concerning child health.  

Furthermore, table 9 also shows hashtag #YouthNews as a regular theme, however, this a 

theme solely used by one child-care organization and thus very organization specific. Hashtags (#) are 

used to categorize tweets by keywords. Doing so, organizations make tweets concerning a specific 

theme more recognizable and easier to find. In this case, when someone would like to find information 

about youth, he or she can enter #youthnews in the search bar and will automatically find tweets 

concerning this keyword. 

 

Theme Percentage 

News/information organization 27% 

Retweets 24% 

#YouthNews 11% 

National (child) issues 10% 

Events 7% 

@ 6% 

Projects of organization 5% 

Child health 4% 

Research 4% 

Human resources/education 2% 

Asking feedback from followers 0% 

Consulting hour 0% 

Charities 0% 

Stories from clients 0% 

 

Table 9. Themes used on Twitter by child-care organizations 

 

GGZ 

As is shown in table 10, within the GGZ sector retweets are most used, followed by @’s when 

working with Twitter. Many retweets are informative. It is argued organizations would like to share 

this valuable information with their followers. For example, ‘80% of girls in secure youth abused, 
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harassed, neglected in the past [LINK]. How are we going to recognize sooner?’. Other themes are 

hardly used compared to the retweets and @’s.  

‘National issues’ include cases such as; eating disorders, violence at home and skipping class.  

One GGZ institution differentiates itself from others by placing tweets about their blog. Moreover, 

they place a tweet whenever there is a new blog post. For example, ‘Fallacies affect quality of care - 

new blog Peter Dijkshoorn on Youth Knowledge: [LINK]’. By tweeting these announcements of the 

new blogposts, it is argued the organization hopes more people read the blog. Similarly, another GGZ 

institution placed tweets whenever there is a new column on their website.  

 

Theme Percentage 

Retweets 52% 

News/information organization 19% 

@ 18% 

Events 4% 

National issues 2% 

Human resources 2% 

Info treatment 1% 

Addiction 1% 

Research 1% 

Interviews professionals 0% 

Psychological problems/diseases 0% 

Courses 0% 

Win campaign 0% 

 

Table 10. Themes used on Twitter by GGZ 

 

Rehabilitation care 

The themes communicated by rehabilitation care on Twitter are demonstrated in table 11. Surely, 

retweets are most common on Twitter in the Rehabilitation Care, followed by news or information 

about the organization. In addition, @’s and events are also regular themes on Twitter. The events 

promoted on the organizations’ Twitter pages are mostly sport oriented, which is not surprising since 

rehabilitation concentrates mostly on moving after an accident or surgery. For example, ‘Want to look 

at and try another sport? Then visit the Handbike Experience at Wilhelminapark at 12 tomorrow 

[LINK]’. 

Furthermore, ‘projects’ concentrate on areas such as a ‘sit-ski vacation’ or a ‘health battle’. 

These are themes which are very organization specific. It is argued that the goal of these themes is to 

inform followers about the nice events the organization is doing. Consequently, it will attract new 

clients. For example; ‘This week we have reached the top anyway! #sit-skivacation Sophia 

Rehabilitation - enjoy the #lastday’, this tweet is accompanied with a twitpic of the group on the 

mountain. In addition, the organization uses hashtags as well, in order to make the keywords clickable. 

As a result, the range of the tweet becomes larger and more people will read the tweet. Besides, this 

tweet demonstrates the nice activities the organization is organizing for their clients. Consequently, 

this will also attract new followers and potential clients.  

Furthermore, one organization placed a tweet with a link to their blog whenever a new 

blogpost was placed online.  

Besides, two organizations started with Twitter in the studied period, which means they are 

new with working on the platform. 
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Theme Percentage 

Retweets 44% 

News/information organization 20% 

@ 18% 

Events 7% 

Human resources 3% 

Info treatment 2% 

Projects 2% 

Client portrait 1% 

Feedback clients 1% 

Charities 1% 

Blog 1% 

Research 0% 

Twitter consulting hour 0% 

 

Table 11. Themes used on Twitter by Rehabilitation Care 

 

Care for the disabled 

Table 12 presents the different themes that are used by care for the disabled on Twitter. As can be 

seen, retweets and @’s are the most common themes on Twitter within care for the disabled, followed 

by information or news about the organization. For example, ‘Nominated for Website of the Year 

2013! Will you help us win the title? Vote for De Zonnebloem [LINK]!’. Clearly, the organization 

would like to collect as many votes as possible to win the title. However, it is great publicity for the 

organization as well to be nominated. It is argued that the organization tries to impress followers with 

this news and demonstrate how well the organization is doing. 

Besides, events, human resources and projects also play an important role on Twitter. To be 

more precise, projects within this sector concentrate on themes such as; a group vacation, building 

new homes and dealing with loneliness. In addition, tweets about research and innovation are also 

used on Twitter within this sector. For example, ‘Too little attention for #immigrant youth with 

#limitation. According to research by the Verwey-Jonker Institute [LINK]’. It is argued that the goal of 

this tweet is to inform followers about an interesting article. However, by tweeting about this research, 

the organization demonstrates it is aware of research within the sector and therefore positions itself as 

an organization with knowledge and skills.  

Furthermore, ‘#dare to ask’ is a common hashtag on Twitter, it is used in order to ask for 

certain things, for example, when an organization needs some tennis rackets for an event, they can ask 

it on Twitter with #daretoask behind the question and consequently numerous reactions will be 

received.  

Besides, volunteering is an important subject within this sector and therefore tweeted about. 

Volunteering falls in the category human resources. 

 

 

Theme Percentage 

Retweets 47% 

@ 24% 

News/information organization 15% 
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Events 5% 

Human resources 3% 

Projects 2% 

Info treatment 1% 

Raising money  1% 

Research/innovation 1% 

Feedback clients 0% 

Sell products 0% 

Client portrait 0% 

Politics 0% 

Charities 0% 

#Dare to ask 0% 

 

Table 12. Themes used on Twitter by care for the disabled. 

 

Nursing homes 

Table 13 indicates that retweets is the most communicated theme by nursing homes on Twitter, 

followed by news or information about the organization, events and @’s. Human resources, services 

of the organization, blogs and projects are almost equally used on Twitter.  

To be more precise, tweets that are client oriented fall in the category ‘clients’, e.g. ‘In this 

issue the story of [NAME], read it here: [LINK].’ It is argued tweets with this theme are used in order 

to inform followers about (positive) experiences clients have in that particular home.  

Besides, projects that are communicated about within the sector nursing homes concentrate on 

subjects such as; new houses and articles that are written by the organization and placed on the 

corporate website.  

 

Theme Percentage 

Retweets 44% 

News/Information organization 20% 

Events 15% 

@ 9% 

Human resources 3% 

Blog 3% 

Services organization 2% 

Projects 2% 

Clients  1% 

Politics 1% 

Charities 0% 

Consulting hour 0% 
 

Table 13. Themes used on Twitter by nursing homes 

 

Plastic Surgery 

The themes communicated by the sector plastic surgery on Twitter are demonstrated in table 14. It can 

be seen that news or information about the organization is the most common theme, followed by 

information about the treatments, events and @’s. Surprisingly, this is the one sector where 
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information about the organization and treatments are more visible and where retweets are more on the 

background. For example, ‘Hanging eyebrows and eyelids are often the first sign of ageing. An 

#eyelidcorrection can solve this problem’. It is argued, the organization would like to get the attention 

of the follower by addressing a common problem during ageing. Accordingly, the organization 

presents a solution to this problem. Consequently, followers might contact the organization and make 

an appointment for the surgery.  

Furthermore, this sector communicated special offers regularly as well, which fall under the 

category ‘win campaigns’, e.g. ‘Like & Win! Like us on Facebook and win a Botox party for four 

worth 200 euro’s per person. [LINK].’ In addition this is the only sector which communicates about 

health insurance.  

The fact that news or information about the organization is a more frequent theme than 

retweets is a sign that plastic surgery is a sector that prefers to give relevant information about the 

organization itself, rather than to inform clients about important information or issues within the 

industry. Again, it is obvious the studied organizations are private institutions and not public 

organizations. It is assumed the main goal is to attract new patients that are willing to pay a lot of 

money for a surgery. 

 

Theme Percentage 

News/information organization 27% 

Info treatment 16% 

@ 15% 

Events 12% 

Retweets 10% 

Human resources 6% 

Charities 4% 

(Prevention) illness 3% 

Client experiences 2% 

(Twitter) Consulting hour 2% 

Win campaign 2% 

Health insurance 1% 

Sponsorship 1% 

 

Table 14. Themes used on Twitter by plastic surgery. 

 

Links 

It is assumed that links are used to direct visitors to a preferred destination, for example, to the 

corporate website or the organization’s social media in order to generate traffic to these platforms. 

However, when the organization directs followers to an external website, it is thought these external 

links are placed in order to purely inform the followers. 

Figure 5 presents a clear overview of the links the different sectors placed on the 

organizations’ Twitter pages during the studied period. It can be concluded that organizations mostly 

place links to their corporate website. However, it seems like the sector ‘care for the disabled’ placed 

almost the same amount of links to external websites.   

Surprisingly, links that were placed to direct traffic to the organizations’ social media 

platforms are minimal compared to the other links.     
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Figure 5. Links used on Twitter. 

 

In sum, Twitter is the most popular platform to use within the healthcare industry, all sectors 

are present on this medium. However, some sectors are more active than others. It is assumed this 

platform is used in order to spread information about the organization and to share up-to-date 

information concerning the industry with the followers. Twitter is thought of as a ‘corporate’ medium, 

almost as an online news channel. Moreover, often one can read the news on Twitter, before it is on 

television. What is more, because Twitter has the @ function, organizations can directly communicate 

with followers, therefore, communication is fast. 

 

4.1.4 YouTube 

 

Themes 

In order to indicate the goals of the organizations to use YouTube, the themes of the published videos 

per sector are studied.  

 

 

Hospitals 

Table 15 presents the different themes hospitals use for the videos they place on their YouTube 

channel. Surprisingly, information about medical treatments or information about diseases is the most 

used theme on YouTube for hospitals, which is not the case on Facebook and Twitter. Here, 

news/information about the organization is used most. It is assumed YouTube is more suitable for a 

more detailed and clear description of, for example, a medical treatment, since the content is placed in 

videos. In addition, it is argued that whenever a patient has a question about a certain disease or a 

treatment, they can find an answer in one of the videos on the YouTube channel of the organization. 

This communication approach is very low threshold, since the patient does not have to make an 

appointment with a doctor. 

 

Theme Percentage 

Information treatment/diseases 44% 

News/Information organization 32% 

Events 6% 
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Charities 5% 

Human resources/education 4% 

Research 3% 

 

Table 15. Themes used on YouTube by hospitals 

 

GGD/child-care 

Only one GGD institution and one child-care institution have a YouTube channel, which means this 

sector is not very active on YouTube. Clearly, they do not have the time or budget to make and upload 

videos, or they do not see the importance of a YouTube channel. 

The GGD institution posted 5 videos in the studied period which all concern national health 

issues (e.g. insect plagues).  

The child-care organization posted 5 videos in the studied period as well, however the themes 

of these videos differ, concerning; child upbringing, baby’s, Skype consulting hours and consultation 

bureaus. 

 

GGZ 

Table 16 presents the different themes GGZ organizations use for the videos they place on their 

YouTube channel. Only 3 themes were used in this sector. Here, information about treatments is most 

used, followed by information or news about the organization. It is argued there rests a taboo on 

psychological treatments. Often patients find it difficult to visit such GGZ facility for the first time. 

Therefore, it is argued it is easier and more comfortable for the patient to watch a video with 

information about psychological diseases instead of going to a professional.  

 

Theme Percentage 

Info treatment 56% 

Information/News organization 33% 

Patient's choice for health-care 11% 

 

Table 16. Themes used on YouTube by GGZ 

 

Rehabilitation Care    

Table 17 indicates that information about treatments is the most common theme used on YouTube 

within the rehabilitation care, followed by information about the organization. However, while the 

theme ‘information about treatments’ is most common on YouTube, the theme ‘instruction videos’ for 

clients is least used. 

Importantly, only 3 out of the 6 organizations that are present on YouTube were active during 

the studied period. Especially, one organization in particular placed 20 videos during the studied 

period, which can be concluded to be very active on YouTube. 

 

Theme Percentage 

Info treatment 50% 

Information about organization 17% 

Client portrait 13% 

History of treatments 13% 

Instruction videos 3% 

Innovation 3% 
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Table 17. Themes used on YouTube by rehabilitation care 

Care for the disabled 

Table 18 presents the different themes that are used by care for the disabled on YouTube. Surely, 

entertainment is the most common theme on YouTube within this sector. Entertainment entails videos 

that are entertaining to watch, mostly they are from one organization in particular. This organization 

has a channel especially created for clients, also, mostly clients play an important role in the videos as 

well. 

Notably, one organization in particular was very active on YouTube during the studied period. 

They placed 25 videos on YouTube during this period.  

 

Theme Percentage 

Entertainment 58% 

Information organization 27% 

Events 9% 

Day activity clients 6% 

 

Table 18. Themes used on YouTube by care for the disabled 

 

Nursing homes 

Information about the different services of the nursing homes is the most common theme used on 

YouTube within this sector, which can be seen in table 19. Surprisingly, human resources is an 

important theme as well. 

Particularly, one organization was very constant in placing videos about the services of the 

organization, e.g. temporary hospitalization and care at home. They placed 10 videos with this theme 

on YouTube during the studied period.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 19. Themes used on YouTube by nursing homes 

 

Plastic surgery 

6 out of the 12 studied organizations within the sector plastic surgery have a YouTube channel. 

However, only 3 of them placed videos during this period. In total, 9 videos were placed on YouTube, 

all with the same theme; information about certain treatments of the organization, for example, 

information about an eyelid correction or liposuction. These videos are very detailed, it is argued that 

the goal of these videos is to show the process of the surgery and to inform people about the different 

actions during the surgery. Consequently, people feel more at ease when they decide to do the surgery.  

 

Interactivity 

After studying the videos of the organizations on YouTube, it can be concluded the platform is not 

interactive. Mainly, videos are placed by the organizations, but no reactions are given on these videos. 

However, the amount of videoviews is often relatively high, which means the videos are watched a 

certain amount of times. It can be concluded people like to watch the videos, however do not feel the 

Theme Percentage 

Information services 10% 

Information organization 20% 

Human resources 20% 

Information treatment 10% 
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need to react on them. It is argued YouTube is a platform where people go to watch videos, however is 

not a platform where people want to start a discussion or make comments, like Facebook or Twitter. 

In sum, it is assumed YouTube is mainly used as an information tool in order to instruct or 

inform patients. Organizations place videos on the platform and consequently people watch them. 

However, there is no interactivity on this channel. Therefore, it is assumed YouTube is used as a 

library, or an information assembly point for people and not as a channel to build a relationship with 

followers. 

 

4.1.5 LinkedIn 

 

Function 

LinkedIn offers three different functions for a company profile; it can be used for internal use, for 

external use or it can function as a discussion group. First of all, a profile for external use means 

everyone can read this page and is mostly used as a human resources tool. Secondly, a profile for 

internal use is solely meant for employees of the organization and is closed for outsiders. Lastly, a 

discussion group is a page people can follow and are able to start a discussion with the members of the 

group. 

Table 20 presents a clear overview of the function of the LinkedIn profiles of the different 

organizations. Clearly, most of the organizations have a LinkedIn profile for external use. Therefore, it 

is assumed these LinkedIn profiles are used as a human resources tool, where potential new hires can 

search for information about the organization and open vacancies. Only one organization has a 

LinkedIn profile for internal use, which can be compared to an intranet, and one organization uses it as 

a discussion group. 

 

Function Number 

External use 28 

Internal use 1 

Discussion group 1 

 

Table 20. Function of the LinkedIn pages 

 

Careers 

This section is divided into; vacancies, description of the organization and testimonials. 

 

Table 21 presents the amount of organizations that placed their open vacancies on their LinkedIn 

profile. As table 21 indicates, only 10 organizations (1/3th) place their vacancies on their LinkedIn 

profile, which indicates that not all organizations make use of the potential of LinkedIn. It is argued 

the organizations want to have a LinkedIn page, because most people and organizations have one, 

however they do make use of the account. Besides, it is argued that the communication department of 

the organization sees potential in having a LinkedIn profile, however, the human resources department 

would like to recruit people the traditional way. 

  

Vacancies Number 

Yes 10 

No 20 
 

Table 21. Organizations that placed vacancies on LinkedIn. 
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Table 22 shows the amount of organizations that placed a description of their organization on their 

LinkedIn profile. Only one organization does not have a description of the organization on their 

LinkedIn profile. It is assumed organizations write a description of the organization when they create 

the LinkedIn profile. 

 

Description Number 

Yes 28 

No 1 
 

Table 22. Organizations that placed a description of the organization on LinkedIn 

 

Table 23 shows the number of organizations that placed testimonials on their LinkedIn profile. Only 

two organization placed testimonials on their LinkedIn profile. It is assumed organizations do not feel 

the need to place testimonials of employees on the LinkedIn profile. However, it is possible as well, 

the organization does not know how to place it on the profile. 

 

Testimonials Number 

Yes 2 

No 27 
 

Table 23. Organizations that placed testimonials on LinkedIn. 

 

Services 

Company profiles on LinkedIn offer the possibility to promote the services of the organization on their 

LinkedIn profile, e.g. diabetes services for minors or drug tests. 

As can be seen in table 24, only 9 organizations have placed some of the organization’s 

services on their LinkedIn profiles, while the majority did not place services on their profile. 

Obviously, the services that were placed on the LinkedIn profiles are all organization related. 

Some organizations have placed more services on their profile than others, for example, a nursing 

home placed 9 services on her LinkedIn profile, while a GGZ institution placed only one service on 

her LinkedIn profile.   

  

Services Number 

Yes 9 

No 21 
 

Table 24. Amount of organizations that have services on their LinkedIn profile. 

 

In short, it is assumed organizations create a LinkedIn profile, because many people and organizations 

have one. However, organizations do not actively use their profiles, since it is thought of as a human 

resource tool and no vacancies are placed online. However, organizations might not know how to 

work with LinkedIn and therefore do not use it.  

Moreover, it is claimed that the communication department creates the LinkedIn account, 

however the human resource department needs to use it. Therefore communication between these 

departments is important, as well as a sufficient training in order to use the platform. 
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4.1.6 Blogs 

 

Themes 

In order to indicate the goals of the organizations to use blogs, the themes of the published content of 

the organizations are studied. 

 

GGD/child care 

The GGD institution that has a blog placed 5 new blogposts during the studied period. They used 

different themes for the posts, such as; information about the organization, national health, national 

issues and research. Besides, no comments were given on these blogposts. This means there is not 

interactivity on this platform. Certainly, the blogposts provide information, however people do not feel 

the need to comment on these posts.  

 The child-care institution that has a blog, uses the blog with a certain purpose, namely; 

reviewing different Apps. Every two weeks this organization placed a review of a child centered app 

on their blog. Likewise, people did not react on these blogposts either.  

 

GGZ 

The GGZ institution that has a blog is very active. The organization placed 63 blogposts during the 

studied period, which all concern psychological problems patients might have, such as burn-outs or 

depressions. The authors of these blogposts differ, they are written by some of the clients and some 

employees of the organization. It is clear this organization places importance on having a blog, since 

they use it so actively.  

Moreover, the interactivity on this blog is very high. Since there are so many different 

bloggers, patients as well as professionals, they comment on each other’s blogposts as well. It is 

argued this blog is used to talk about psychological problems people might have with others who have 

the same problem. It is a place where they can find strength and motivation. The difference between 

this blog and other blogs is that not only professionals, but also patients blog about certain issues and 

diseases.  

 

Rehabilitation care 

Two organizations in the sector rehabilitation care have a blog. They use a wide range of themes such 

as; information about the organization, stories about clients (client portraits), retirement, the healthcare 

industry, information about treatments, information about illnesses and events. However, information 

about the treatments and information about certain illnesses are the most common themes. Events and 

information about healthcare are least used. It is argued these organizations would like to provide 

patients with important information, rather than ‘promote’ the organization. 

 

Care for the disabled 

The organization that has a blog uses it for correspondence between two people, they write letters 

concerning problems or thoughts they might have to each other in the form of blogposts. However, 

blogposts concerning Human Resources and events are also present on this blog. It is assumed this 

organization would like to inform patients in a low-threshold manner, using correspondence between 

two people to highlight different psychological problems. 
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Interactivity 

The blog of the GGZ institution is very interactive, it is assumed it is a platform where people with 

certain psychological problems can communicate with each other about their problems. However, on 

the other blogs there is no interactivity at all.  

 

Is sum, organizations within the healthcare industry do not often promote their blog on their corporate 

website. They either do not have a blog, or do not use it for corporate purposes and do not feel the 

need to direct traffic to their blog submitted from the corporate website.  

It is assumed that organizations do not have the time or the budget to write blogposts and 

place them on the blog regularly, since blogposts are often longer than a tweet or Facebook post. Also, 

most organizations within the healthcare industry either do have a Facebook or a Twitter account. It is 

argued they think that is enough social media for one organization. 

 

4.1.7 Google+ 

 

Themes 

In order to indicate the goals of the organizations to use Google+, the themes of the published content 

of the organizations is studied. 

 

Hospitals 

The hospital that is present on Google+ only placed 2 posts during the studied period, the posts 

concern information about the organization. The fact the hospital placed only 2 posts during a 6 month 

period indicates it is not active. It is argued the organization wanted to experiment with the platform. 

However, when people did not react on the posts or liked the page, they did not pay any attention to 

Google+ anymore and focused on the platforms that are functioning well. 

 

GGZ 

The GGZ institution that is present on Google+ only placed 4 posts during the studied period, which 

involve information about the organization and human resources. It is assumed this organization is not 

active on Google+ as well. 

 

Rehabilitation care 

The organization within the sector rehabilitation care that is present on Google+, placed only 3 posts 

during the studied period, which concern human resources and physical therapy. Consequently, this 

page is not active as well. 

 

Care for the disabled 

The organization that is present on Google+ did not place any posts during the studied period, which 

means it is not active. 

 

Interactivity 

No reactions were given on the published content, which means the pages are not interactive. 

 

In short, Google+ is hardly used within the healthcare industry. It is assumed the organizations that do 

use it, use it because they think they have to be present on many social media platforms to reach 

potential and present clients. However, since they notice the outcomes of their efforts are minimal, 
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they are not placing as much effort into this platform as they do on other social media platform like 

Twitter and Facebook.   

 

4.1.8 Pinterest 

 

Themes 

In order to indicate the goals of the organizations to use Pinterest, the themes of the published content 

of the organizations are studied. 

 

GGD/child care 

The childcare institution that is present on Pinterest used pinboards with the following themes; ‘from 0 

till now’, innovation projects, pictures of price winners, app reviews and the different locations of the 

organization. It can be concluded these are themes that are entertaining as well as informative.  

Besides, the themes are very organization specific, such as ‘app reviews’, which are the 

reviews of the child centered apps discussed in section 4.1.6. 

 

Care for the disabled 

The themes of the pinboards in this sector are broad and organization specific, such as; information 

about the organization, human resources, the locations of the organization, the webstore, the shop, 

YouTube, and a theme called ‘clients in the picture’. Interestingly, a certain amount of ‘pins’ concern 

the shop or webstore and thus are used for commercial goals. Furthermore, the themes used on this 

page are very organization specific as well, such as pictures of the different locations of the 

organization. 

 

Interactivity 

The interactivity on the Pinterest pages is indicated by the amount of likes on the page. The childcare 

institution had 0 likes, which means it is not interactive. The organization within the sector care for the 

disabled had 9 likes, which is very low and thus not interactive as well. 

 

In short, Pinterest is not a suited platform to use within the healthcare industry, and therefore not 

employed as much as other platforms, like Facebook and Twitter. It is argued that the platform is used 

by people as a ‘wishlist’, where they pin images of objects they would like to have or what they think 

is beautiful on their wall. Therefore, it is claimed that people do not want to place pins of medical 

treatments, or locations of different healthcare institutions on their Pinterest wall. 

Moreover, healthcare institutions which have a shop, like some of the care for the disabled 

institutions, could benefit from Pinterest by placing images of their items for sale, and thus use 

Pinterest for commercial purposes. 
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4.2 Experiences and expectations regarding social media use 

 

The interviews held with participants point out the experiences they have with the social media use of 

the organization. In addition, the expectations of the participants for social media use in the future 

were discussed as well.  

This section is divided into five parts, section 4.2.1. concentrates on the start of social media 

within the organization, section 4.2.2. focuses on the strategies for the use of the different social media 

platforms, section 4.2.3. concentrates on the goals of the different social media platforms, section 

4.2.4. focuses on the experiences with social media and section 4.2.5. concerns the expectations for 

social media use within the organizations in the healthcare industry.  

 

4.2.1 Start of social media 

 

The majority of participants mentioned they started with social media for external communication 

about two years ago. Most of the organizations started with the idea they had to do something with the 

platforms, because many organizations and clients started to use social media. Also, organizations 

needed to be present there in order to not miss out on anything.  

 

‘And really with the idea; we have to be present there. I always wonder if that is the good way, 

but that was the case. Like; everybody has an account, so we have to create an account as 

well.’  

 

Notably, one organization started social media for organizational use about six years ago, 

which is very early compared to other organizations within the healthcare industry. The reason for this 

early adoption of social media was because of a staff member who was very enthusiastic about Hyves, 

which was a popular platform during that time, and started a profile on that platform.   

 

‘So basically it really started off because of wild enthusiasm.’  

 

The staff member noticed many positive reactions on the platform, especially from younger people, 

and thus the organization started to utilize this platform. The platform was mainly used for a labor 

market campaign, thus for recruiting new employees. Media started to notice the activity of the 

organization on Hyves, since this organization was one of the firsts to use social media as a 

communication tool. Therefore, the organization gained extra attention, which consequently was 

noticed by potential client. 

 

‘Social media was all very new, so when organizations started to use it, this was quickly 

noticed by the media.’ 

 

Furthermore, one organization in the care for the disabled sector started social media as a 

reaction on a crisis that gained serious media attention. Many questions were asked and remarks were 

made on social media about the organization. Consequently, in order to control the situation the 

organization started to use social media in order to react on the comments and to give information 

about the situation.  

 

‘Social Media was not part of our crisis communication plan and we had no active strategy 

for social media. This has triggered the organization to take some steps.’ 
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In short, organizations started to use social media for different reasons, however, mainly 

because many people and organizations started to use these platforms as well. It is assumed 

organizations started to realize that in order to reach people, they have to be present on social media. 

However, some organizations do have other reasons to start social media, like a public organizational 

crisis or just wild enthusiasm. Concisely, the target group is online and actively using social media, 

therefore it is argued organizations need to be present there as well. 

 

4.2.2 Strategies for the use of the different social media platforms 

 

Participants do not think they have strategies for the social media use for external communication, 

however when they talked about their procedures they came to the conclusion they do have some 

strategies. It is argued that Twitter and Facebook are the main social media platforms, because most 

people are present on these platforms. Therefore, most participants mentioned they only have 

guidelines for Facebook and Twitter. It is thought that after Facebook and Twitter, YouTube is an 

important platform as well for facilitating video’s.  

 

It is argued no clear strategies for Twitter and Facebook use are made, however when asked 

about it, participants were able to talk about the things they do in order to optimize the social media 

use. For example, most organizations work with a ‘content calendar’, which is a calendar containing 

content they would like to place on the social media platforms. When the calendar is approved, they 

schedule the posts for the month, so that they will be automatically placed online on the scheduled 

time. During the month participants monitor on comments and questions and react when needed.  

 

‘We write the copy ourselves and then we schedule the posts. So it is not like someone needs to 

place it on Facebook every day, we schedule it. Except for news.’ 

 

Besides the scheduled posts, participants look for news facts or up to date information to place 

online as well. In addition, participants claim they would like to have a minimum amount of posts or 

tweets per week to be placed online, to keep the page active. This amount differs per organization. 

One organization would like to place a minimum of 3 Facebook posts per week, while the other 

organization would like to place at least a Facebook post once a day. 

 

‘On Facebook we would like to post at least 3 times a week, to keep it alive.’ 

 

‘We would like to Twitter at least one time per day, but also place retweets. So that’s about 2 

till 3 times per day. Also, we would like to post at least 2 times a week on Facebook. And also 

whenever there is news, we post that as well.’ 

 

Furthermore, most participants claim they are solely responsible for the social media of the 

organization, which they work on besides their daily activities. Participants mentioned the activities of 

the organization on social media are not a full-time job. However, they state they monitor during the 

day, so when something is asked or said about the organization they are able to respond immediately.  

 

‘The monitoring is my responsibility and I actually still use free tools for that. I am looking if I 

need to professionalize it, but for now it is still working fine.’ 
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Two participants mentioned they are the ones responsible for social media, however they do 

work with a ‘social media team’, which entails that the members of the team work in shifts. For 

example, one member of the team monitors from 9:00 till 16:00 o’clock and reacts when needed, and 

another member of the team monitors from 16:00 till 22:00 o’clock. 

 

‘There are groups with an average of 5 people whom take turns on shifts. We sit together 4 or 

5 times a year to, for example, discuss shifts (regarding holidays). It is not a full-time job, we 

work on it besides our daily tasks.’ 

 

In addition, a participant stated that whenever a member of the team needs to react on a 

question, he or she first has to present the intended answer on a private Facebook page where the 

whole social media team is present on. This page is private and can only be seen by this team. When 

two or more members of the team have seen the intended reaction and approve of it, it can be posted 

online.  

 

‘However, the advantage is that we have those groups, so we are looking at it with more than 

one person, so you always feel supported. It is not like you have to come up with a reaction all 

by yourself.’ 

 

In short, based on this information, participants do not think they have strategies for social 

media use, however when they talk about their procedures they come to the conclusion they do have 

some strategies. Others prefer to call it guidelines. 

 

4.2.3 Goals of the different social media platforms 

 

A common goal of the organizations to use Twitter is branding or reputation management. 

This is done by tweeting interesting information or facts, such as a relevant scientific article 

concerning the sector, and also to connect with followers by, for example, tweeting fun facts about the 

organization. But also by reacting on questions or comments outside office hours, thus in the evenings 

and weekends, in order to show the organization is doing a little bit extra for the clients. 

 

‘First of all it is branding. That is sending, but we also look for interactivity and we monitor 

as well. So we look carefully what they are saying about us, but also looking what is 

happening around us.’ 

 

Furthermore, interaction is an important goal as well. Organizations would like to increase the 

interactivity between the organization and other people or organizations. According to the participants, 

Twitter is an excellent medium to connect with others, because of the low threshold of platform. By 

‘retweeting’ tweets and react on comments of others with the @ function, the organizations try to 

interact with (potential) followers.    

 

‘It is all a little bit easier and more low threshold.’  

 

Also, information search is a common goal as well. Most organizations use Twitter to find 

information that keeps them up to date about the developments within the industry. Consequently, the 

organization ‘retweet’ this information on their own Twitter account. By retweeting tweets of other 

persons or organizations, the chances increase that the other person or organization is going to follow 
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the organization’s Twitter page. Accordingly, when the amount of followers increase, the organization 

reaches more people.  

 

‘I find it pleasant to follow industry peers and see what is going on. It is a very useful medium 

to stay up to date about what is going on (as a professional in the healthcare).’ 

 

In addition, monitoring is an important goal as well. Especially Twitter is used for monitoring, 

thus to discover what is being said about the organization. When someone says something, either 

positive or negative, the organization is able to immediately react on the statement. 

 

‘I think an advantage of Twitter is monitoring what is said about your organization, this can 

be done there much easier.’ 

 

Strikingly, a participant from the GGZ sector mentioned they use social media in order to 

influence politics in favor of the organization and the sector. This is done by tweeting critical 

statements, which is noticed by politicians.  

 

“And we already gained a lot from it, because we have one director who dares to make 

critical statements on Twitter and this is really noticed by politicians. We already had a 

number of visits from politicians who came to see how we handle things.” 

 

The goals for Facebook are mostly the same as for Twitter, such as branding, reputation 

management and interactivity. However, Twitter is used more for monitoring, to find and share 

relevant information. Facebook is more used for relationship building, thus to create a connection with 

people and become ‘friends’, as it is also called on Facebook. Mostly this is done by sharing pictures 

of the organization or events.  

 

“Yes, seeking a connection is also done on Twitter, however, it is just a little bit cozier on 

Facebook. Twitter is more corporate.” 

 

“I think more clients are present on Facebook. It is a little more private. It includes more 

pictures, more sociable sharing, so less corporate news.” 

 

What is more, Facebook is used as an employment tool as well. It is assumed Facebook is an 

appropriate platform for recruiting new employees. Since Facebook has another ‘look and feel’ than 

Twitter, it is more suited for images and attracting stories about the organization. Facebook allows for 

expressing the organization’s atmosphere, consequently, potential employees might become 

enthusiastic about working at the organization.   

 

“We really arranged the platform for this, for working at our organization and to make people 

enthusiast and to present our organization as an interesting employer.” 

 

Participants mentioned they do not have a strategy for YouTube. However, they use it as a 

library of videos in order to educate people with these videos. Mostly, these are instruction videos or 

videos with information about the organization. What is more, most participants claim that YouTube 

has a facilitating function, which means YouTube is a place where videos can be stored. 
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“Regularly internal and external videos are made, and these are placed on the website. 

However, you will see that whenever a video is placed on such a big website, it literally 

disappears on the website. And that is a pity, because a lot of fun things happen here. So 

YouTube is a handy tool to bring the videos under the attention.” 

 

Furthermore, it is assumed YouTube is not seen as a social media platform where interactivity 

and creating a connection with fans or followers are important. It is thought of as a channel which can 

be used to store videos. Therefore, it is argued this is the reason why interactivity on YouTube within 

the healthcare industry is extremely low.  

 

In short, most organizations do only have a strategy for Facebook and/or Twitter. Strategies 

include placing content on the platforms regularly, for example, 2 or 3 times a week on Facebook and 

every day on Twitter. Furthermore, YouTube is mostly used as a library and some organizations use 

LinkedIn for placing new vacancies online. The other social media platforms are hardly mentioned 

during the interviews. Besides, all participants mentioned Facebook and Twitter are the most 

important social media. Therefore, it is assumed organizations only invest time in these two platforms 

in order to reach out to people, because they think these are the only social media that have benefits. 

They do not invest time and energy in other social media, because they think they are already present 

on social media platforms (Facebook and/or Twitter) that work fine.  

 

4.2.4 The experiences with social media  

 

All participants have good experiences with social media, they all see the benefits of social media and 

experienced successes with it, especially with Facebook and Twitter. For example, finding new hires 

or solving problems. Interestingly, participants did not mention any negative experiences they had 

with the use of social media. Here, two examples are presented of successes made, as a result of using 

social media: 

 

“One time we needed a new secretary as soon as possible, so we tweeted about it. The next 

day we had hired a new secretary!”  

 

“A couple of times complaints were solved, which without social media never would have 

surfaced. This produces valuable input.” 

 

Also, one participant claimed social media is not only good for external use, but also for 

internal use.  

 

“It is good for internal branding. People who work at our organization enjoy seeing things 

back on social media. Not as an intranet, but as a connection.” 

 

Most participants are very enthusiastic about Twitter. They see it as a tool in order to keep up 

with what is being said about the organization and about developments in the industry. However, 

although participants are enthusiastic about Twitter, one participant was amazed by how little 

interactive the medium is.  

 

“I am disappointed by the interaction. I expected more questions would be asked, because 

Twitter is so low threshold. This happens rarely.”   
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It is assumed Twitter is a social media platform used for spreading (corporate) information and 

to educate the person who is using it. In this case, educate means learning about new developments 

within the healthcare industry, competitors and clients. Therefore, it is argued Twitter is less 

interactive than Facebook.    

 

‘Also it is spreading and receiving information. This is especially true for us as a department I 

think, so keep up to date about developments in the field and of relevant articles. When I see 

these articles I send them to other people in the organization.’ 

 

 Besides, a participant mentioned she did not experience any successes, because she cannot 

measure the outcomes of the social media use.  

 

“I do have the feeling we are more open towards the outside world. However, it is not like I 

can see it back in other things, like entries or new employees who started working in the 

organization.”  

 

In sum, although most organizations do experience successes with social media, some 

participants mention they cannot measure the successes. It is assumed this is a reason why not all 

organizations are using social media. It is something that cannot be measured yet and therefore limited 

time and budget are invested in social media. Furthermore, when someone is active on social media, 

this person is up to date about developments within the industry, when following the right institutions 

and people. When they would not be active on Twitter, they would miss out on interesting new 

scientific articles, problems or victories of other organizations, news within the industry, and so on. 

Therefore, it is assumed organizations are most positive about Twitter, because although they cannot 

measure any positive results, they do benefit from it themselves, and that is worth investing in. 

 

4.2.5 Expectations for social media use within the healthcare industry 

 

Most participants argue that social media are increasingly becoming more important for organizations 

within the healthcare industry and that organizations within the healthcare industry cannot work 

without it anymore. 

 

“To keep in contact with your target group, you absolutely have to work with social media. 

When you are not present on social media, you cannot maintain a connection with your 

people. It is not something separate anymore, everyone does it, it is where your target group is 

located. Otherwise, you cannot reach your target group that well.”  

 

“Healthcare institutions do not have a choice but to go along with the social media movement. 

Our target group is on social media, so we have to react on that. It is not the question whether 

we can or cannot work with it, the answer is given by our target group: communication is 

changing, so the way you communicate with a healthcare provider changes as well.” 

 

One participant even mentioned that an organization without social media is not very 

trustworthy, since it does not adapt to communication developments and techniques. It is thought of as 

old-fashioned, moreover, it is assumed people do only want healthcare at organizations with the 

newest and best techniques and equipment. When an organization does not have social media, while 

most citizens are online nowadays, it is not a good sign. 
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“Apart from that it is a missed opportunity, I think it is really a bad sign if your organization 

does not go along with the developments of our time.” 

 

Apart from this, participants think ‘closed platforms’ are becoming more important. Closed 

platforms are platforms for a certain group of people and cannot be seen by non-members. For 

example, a group where people with a certain disease can talk about their illness and problems 

associated with this illness. It can be compared with a support group. Another example of a closed 

group is a place where health professionals can communicate with the direct family of the patient or 

client.  

 

“We once looked at the opportunity of ‘Family net’. Here you have a page around a client. 

Here, health professionals can login as well as the family. They can communicate with each 

other via a channel that is protected. They can, for example, show what their mother did that 

day, but they can also ask to for example to bring a new pair of shoes etc. I think that is up 

and coming. I see that a lot of organizations that are doing that.” 

 

Although participants argue closed platforms are becoming more important, they also mention 

there is not enough budget or time to invest in these kinds of platforms. It is argued that when the cuts 

in healthcare are over, perhaps closed platforms can evolve into important communication channels 

within the healthcare industry. 

 

‘Nowadays, you increasingly hear things about privacy and especially within our target group 

there is a lot of privacy-sensitive information. There is an increasing demand to communicate 

on a smaller level. I really see a future in that!’ 

 

In short, most participants argue they think closed platforms are becoming more important. 

Since healthcare is very private and sensitive, there is more need for closed platforms than for open 

platforms. It is assumed this is the reason why so little information about illnesses and treatments is 

provided on social media. Moreover, this would be the reason why organizations within the healthcare 

industry mostly use the studied social media platforms as a tool to spread corporate information. 

Besides, it is argued there is a need for E-health and closed social media platforms, similar to ‘Family 

net’. Facebook and Twitter are important tools for corporate communication of the organization, 

however not tools for providing healthcare.  
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5. Discussion 

 

This study investigated the status of social media use within the healthcare industry by performing a 

content analysis and taking interviews. In this chapter the results of the study are discussed and the 

sub- questions and the main research question are answered. Next, the theoretical and practical 

implications are discussed. Finally, the limitations are described and recommendations for future 

research are made. 

 

5.1 Research questions 

 

The first sub-question is: ‘How are social media used for external communication by organizations in 

the healthcare industry?’ To answer this question a content analysis was done. The social media of 84 

organizations in the healthcare industry were analyzed based on; presence, popularity, communicated 

themes and communicated links. In addition, the healthcare industry was divided into 7 sectors; 

hospitals, GGD, GGZ, rehabilitation care, care for the disabled, nursing homes and plastic surgery. 

The social media platforms that were used most for external communication in the healthcare 

industry are Facebook and Twitter. This could be seen in the large amount of posts on these platforms 

and was confirmed during the interviews as well.  

Furthermore, the goals of the social media platforms differ. Facebook is mainly used in order 

to share pictures of, for example, events of the organization, or the organization itself. It is argued this 

is done in order to create a connection between the target group and the organization, and literally 

create a friendship between the target group and the organization. Indeed, during the interviews was 

argued social media are important tools in the process of improving the relationship between the 

healthcare professional and the patients. On the other hand, Twitter is more corporate. Tweets were 

sent in order to share interesting news facts or, for example, share a scientific article with the 

followers. Although Twitter has a more informative and corporate function than Facebook, patients do 

feel comfortable to ask questions and make comments on Twitter. Consequently, it is argued that both 

Facebook and Twitter have different goals, however, they are both low threshold as well and followers 

feel conformable to interact with the organization on both platforms.  

Furthermore, LinkedIn is not used that much by organizations. Mainly, the organizations that 

do have a LinkedIn page, are not very active. They do only have a company description, only a few 

placed their vacancies on the page. Surprisingly, as participants mentioned in the interviews as well, 

Facebook is used more than LinkedIn for attracting new hires and labor market campaigns, because 

this platform allows for displaying the organization’s atmosphere by showing pictures.  

Furthermore, YouTube has mainly a facilitating function. To be more precise, it is a place 

where organizations can place their videos they create. These videos are presented on the website of 

the organization or on Facebook. However, they use YouTube to ‘store’ these videos. It is argued that 

none of the organizations has a strategy for YouTube, they place a video whenever there is a video. 

Although this is the platform where the most information about treatments and diseases can be found, 

interaction on this platform is very low. However, the videoviews of the videos are very high. This 

means people do watch the videos. This result is surprising, since it is argued that the people who are 

searching for medical information online are increasing. Clearly, people do search for medical 

information online, however, when they find it do not feel the need to discuss the information with 

others who are interested in the same information. Further research could study why interactivity on 

YouTube is so low.  
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What is more, there are only a few organizations that have a blog, an account on Google+, or 

Pinterest. During interviews participants mentioned that most people are on Facebook and Twitter and 

therefore do not use the other platforms. It is argued that there is not enough time or budget to work on 

all the different social media platforms and therefore only focus on the most important platforms.  

Generally, the main social media platforms that are used in the healthcare industry are 

Facebook and Twitter. The types of content the organizations disseminated through their social media 

platforms are mostly the same. Surprisingly, they do hardly mention information about treatments or 

diseases.  

 

The second sub-question is: ‘What types of content do organizations in the healthcare industry 

disseminate through social media?’ The content analysis demonstrates that the themes used on these 

platforms are mostly the same; information or news about the organization and events of the 

organization. These are the themes all organizations in this study used most. Clearly, this is ‘corporate’ 

information and not information that helps educate patients about treatments and/or diseases. It is 

claimed that the need for medical information online is increasing, however the results of this study 

show that the organizations in the healthcare industry hardly provide this information. Moreover, the 

social media platforms, especially Facebook and Twitter, are mostly used for the positioning and 

branding of the organization. 

Besides Facebook and Twitter organizations are present on LinkedIn as well. This platform is 

less popular, because it is not used that much by organizations. Mainly, the organizations that do have 

a LinkedIn page are not very active. They do only have a company description and some place their 

vacancies on the page.  

Furthermore, YouTube is used by organizations in the healthcare industry as well. However, 

not as much as Facebook and Twitter.  Surprisingly, this is the platform where most information about 

treatments and diseases is presented. It is argued that the reason for this fact is that information about 

treatments and diseases is complicated and therefore not easily referred to in a short Facebook post or 

Tweet. On the contrary, a video allows for more room to show or tell something about a disease or 

treatment. 

What is more, organizations hardly use Google+, Blogs and Pinterest. The information spread 

on these platforms is very limited and no conclusions could be drawn regarding types of content on 

these platforms.   

Generally, Facebook and Twitter are most used for external communication in the healthcare 

industry. The themes used on these platforms are mostly the same; information or news about the 

organization and events of the organization. In addition, not all organizations are active on LinkedIn. 

Most organizations who are present on LinkedIn, only wrote a company description. Furthermore, 

content disseminated on YouTube mainly referred to information about treatment or diseases. 

 

The third sub-question is: ‘What are the experiences regarding social media use for external 

communication in the healthcare industry?’ In order to answer this question, interviews were held with 

the employees who are responsible for the social media within the organization.  

First of all, most organizations started with social media about two years ago, because 

everyone around them started to use social media. In addition, organizations wanted to go along with 

the developments and not stay behind. They started to realize their target audience was online as well, 

so in order to reach them, organizations needed to be present on these social media platforms.   

All participants mentioned they have good experiences regarding social media, moreover, they 

all see the benefits of using it. According to some participants, organizations that are not present on 

social media are not credible, since they do not go along with the developments within society. It is 
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argued social media are platforms that support the positioning and branding of the organization. 

Besides, many people can be reached via these channels.  

Furthermore, it was argued LinkedIn it is an extremely good tool in order to attract new 

employees. Some participants mentioned that the human resources department should use LinkedIn, 

especially since this department recruits new employees. However, LinkedIn is often created by the 

communication department. As a result, the human resources department often does not know what to 

do with a LinkedIn account, or does not even know they have an account on LinkedIn. Clearly, the 

communication between these departments should improve. For example, someone from the 

communication department should train the HR department on how to properly use LinkedIn.  

 Furthermore, participants see social media as platforms where organizations can demonstrate 

what they do and organize. In addition, most participants mentioned Twitter is a great tool for 

monitoring, and find out what is said about the organization. Naturally, this medium is much faster 

than the newspapers. Besides, Twitter is used for education as well. Some participants mentioned they 

would recommend all employees using Twitter, since the platform keeps one up to date on news and 

developments in the industry.  

However, as much as participants are enthusiast about social media, they all do mention there 

is not enough time to work with these media as much as they want to. Participants work on social 

media besides their daily activities. Because of the cuts in healthcare, there is not enough budget 

available. Consequently, employees cannot work with social media as much as they would like to. All 

participants claimed they wanted to do more with social media when there would be more time and 

budget. They really see the potential of the platforms. However, they mention this is just the 

beginning. It is argued that it is only a matter of time before the whole healthcare industry works with 

social media.  

Besides, participants also mentioned some organizations are too scared to use social media. 

They are frightened by stories that say that social media could ruin the reputation of the organization, 

since everyone can make comments about the organization on the social media pages. However, when 

someone feels the need to make reputation threatening comments they will do so, whether the 

organization is active on social media or not. A participant mentioned that an organization could better 

be active on social media whenever this happens, since the organization has the ability to immediately 

react on those threatening comments.  

In sum, experiences with social media are very good. However, because of cuts in healthcare 

there is not enough time and budget to work with social media fulltime. In addition, participants think 

a lot more positive things can come from social media when they would have more budget.  

 

The fourth sub-question is: ‘What are the expectations regarding social media use for external 

communication in the healthcare industry?’. This question can be answered by discussing the results 

of the interviews as well. The participants had certain views on how social media might improve 

within the healthcare industry. The main constrain for improving social media presence and activity is 

limited time and budget. When there would be no budget or time limits, most participants mentioned 

they would set up secret or closed communities where only certain people can access the page, for 

example, people with the same disease or family members of a patient. This means that anyone who 

wants to be a member of the page, he or she is screened before becoming a member. To be more 

precise, only the people who meet the requirements for the social media platform become a member. 

Moreover, people with the same disease could find support by others who have the same problem. 

Also health professionals could mingle in the discussions and give advice or information about the 

illness. It is argued that social media use for external communication can bring some risks, since 

everyone could comment either positive or negative. 
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Also, the sector nursing homes sees a future in pages where the family of the client and 

caregiver can discuss what the status of the client is, e.g. activities of the client that day, or needs of 

the client. This platform allows for faster and more detailed communication, since it is not necessary 

to make an appointment and discuss what has happened over the past month. On the contrary, the 

caregiver and family member do not need to meet in person and day to day developments can be 

discussed on the platform. 

What is more, participants mentioned E-health is evolving and will become important in the 

future. Again, because of time and budget limits it is not feasible yet. However, they see great 

opportunities with this new way of communication and healthcare. 

Furthermore, participants argue the budgets will not improve anytime soon, therefore they 

claim Twitter and Facebook will stay important social media for now. However, these platforms might 

have a different name in the future, but the concept of posting pictures or statements in combination 

with the interactivity will remain the same. Just like the majority of people moved from Hyves to 

Facebook a few years ago, this might happen again. The most important thing is to be present where 

the audience is present. However, this is a different concept than the closed platforms where the 

participants also talked about. The closed platforms are micro pages, small communities with people 

who have the same problem. The macro pages such as Facebook and Twitter are for the general 

public. Also the micro and macro pages have different goals. The micro pages are meant to inform and 

support people (patients and family members) with the same problem, while the macro pages are an 

extra tool for positioning and branding of the organization. Clearly, there is a need for both micro and 

macro pages, each with their specific goals. In addition, the plausible reason why organizations do not 

use the theme information about treatments or diseases that much, is because the macro pages such as 

Facebook and Twitter have different goals.  

In short, participants claim that social media use for external communication in the healthcare 

industry would improve when there is a shift from macro (Facebook, Twitter), to micro (small, closed 

communities). However, most participants argue that Facebook and Twitter will remain important 

social media. In other words, the social media that people use nowadays, such as Facebook and 

Twitter, are not adequate social media platforms for the healthcare industry. Clearly, there is a need 

for a mix of micro and macro pages. However, the macro pages are good tools for branding and 

positioning the organization. Besides, organizations first need to learn how to work with the present 

social media. When organizations have adequate experience with these platforms, there is a need for 

social media platforms that are more private and appropriate for the discussions about healthcare. 

 

The main research question: ‘What is the current status of social media use for external 

communication by organizations in the healthcare industry?’ can be answered after discussing the sub-

questions. It is argued that most organizations are active on social media, or at least have the idea 

social media are important for brand awareness, reputation, relationship building and positioning. 

Moreover, organizations do use social media as a tool for brand awareness, positioning and 

relationship building with the target group and not necessarily to inform patients about diseases or 

treatments. However, information about diseases or treatments is private sensitive information and it is 

argued that most people would like to discuss this information on a private (closed) platform, instead 

of on one of the macro pages. Therefore, there is a need for both macro and micro pages. Nowadays, 

most organizations in the healthcare industry use macro pages, but clearly there is a need for micro 

pages as well.  

 Most organizations in the healthcare industry are present on social media, however some 

sectors in the industry are more active than others. For example, care for the disabled is, with an 

average of 68 Facebook posts in the studied period, more active compared to the GGD, with an 
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average of 26 Facebook posts in the studied period. In addition, the sector plastic surgery is present on 

social media, however, activity on these platforms is very low. Moreover, plastic surgery is the sector 

which is most commercial. Notably, the other sectors are trying to improve their image or brand 

awareness, while plastic surgery is mostly focused on the treatments they offer and not necessarily 

trying to create a connection. It is argued that plastic surgery are mostly private institutions, while for 

example, most hospitals are public institutions. Besides, it is thought that plastic surgery often is a 

cosmetic operation which is not necessary, while people go to hospitals because of, for example, a 

broken arm or a life threatening disease. The main difference is that patients in the sector plastic 

surgery will have the time to prepare and look for a facility of their wishes. Therefore, it is surprising 

the sector plastic surgery is not that active on social media, since patients will actively research 

facilities. Further research should indicate why there is a big difference between the social media 

within the plastic surgery sector and the other sectors. 

 What is more, it is argued social media is a way to make healthcare more accessible and low 

threshold. Surely, it is easier for the patient to quickly ask a question to an organization on Twitter 

than to make a phone call or make an appointment with a health professional. In addition, since 

patients can choose which health institution to go to, it is important to profile an organization as an 

organization where the treatments are outstanding and the atmosphere is pleasant. Certainly, patients 

will go to an organization where they feel most comfortable.  

In addition, social media are used to present the organization as an attractive employer as well, 

because it is argued that a lot of young professionals can be reached and recruited via these platforms. 

Further research should indicate how organizations in the healthcare industry use social media in order 

to recruit new people.  

 However, it is argued that health organizations should be more active and present on social 

media. Nonetheless, because of cuts in healthcare there is not enough time and budget to accomplish 

these goals. Besides, it is thought that organizations that are not present on social media (yet) are 

afraid for negative outcomes, like bad reactions or comments on posts of the organization itself. 

However, participants mentioned that working on social media in reality is less ‘scary’ than 

organizations might think and they just have to make a start. It is argued it is not a good sign when an 

organization is not present on social media these days, since 8 out of 10 people who use the internet 

are active on social media as well.  

Finally, it is stated that communication on a smaller level, on micro pages, is the future. This 

concerns a platform for specific groups of people, thus not accessible for everyone. However, time and 

budget are necessary to accomplish these ideas. 

In sum, social media are platforms where healthcare organizations can present themselves as 

excellent institutions and attractive employers. In addition, social media are used to monitor news 

about the industry and the organization as well. Clearly, social media are much faster than regular 

news channels or –papers.    

 

5.2 Theoretical and practical implications 

 

This study contributes to the body of knowledge regarding social media. To be more precise, social 

media use for external communication in the healthcare industry. The study presents evidence social 

media is used for external communication in the healthcare industry and what types of content 

organizations in the healthcare industry disseminate through their social media platforms. The 

scientific community might benefit from these results, since the results do not focus on social media 

use in general, but focuses on social media use for external communication in a particular industry; the 

healthcare industry. Consequently, researchers might use this study as a start and then focus on one 
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particular sector in this industry, for example, hospitals. As a result, more specific results could be 

generated and might improve the communication between patients and healthcare professionals in that 

sector.  

Besides many data was collected during the content analysis, such as the themes of 

disseminated content, the popularity of the platform and activity of the organizations. This information 

might be valuable in theoretical frameworks. 

Furthermore, this study helps healthcare professionals better understand social media and the 

role of social media use for external communication. Consequently, they might optimize the use of 

these platforms in the healthcare industry and improve communication between health professionals 

and patients. In addition, it might improve communication between health professionals themselves 

and between patients as well. As a result, this study might contribute to ultimately improving patient 

health. 

 

5.3 Limitations and recommendations 

 

This study is based on social media use for external communication in the healthcare industry, 

however, the healthcare industry is very broad. Therefore, seven sectors within the healthcare industry 

were studied. Nonetheless, only 12 organizations of each sector were analyzed. This means further 

research is needed in order to draw valid conclusions about parts or the entire healthcare industry. For 

example, future research could focus on social media use of hospitals.  

 Furthermore, interviewees were not randomly selected. Participants were chosen based on the 

activity and presence of their organization on the social media platforms. It was argued that 

participants of organizations where social media plays a relatively important role could share more 

valuable information that contributed to this study. However, future research could focus on 

organizations that are not active on social media. It would be interesting to learn why some 

organizations do not participate on social media, when it is considered so important by the 

organizations that do use social media. 

 Besides, because of time constraints and personal circumstances only nine interviews were 

held. Initially, two participants from each sector would be interviewed, however, this was not feasible. 

Also, the sector plastic surgery did not have time to participate in one of the interviews. Therefore, 

further research regarding social media use for external communication in the sector plastic surgery is 

recommended.   

What is more, there might be more social media accounts which the organizations might work 

with. However, only the social media accounts which are presented on the website of the organizations 

were analyzed, only then it could be assured the platforms were the official social media platforms of 

the organizations. For example, when the name of an organization is typed in the search bar on 

Twitter, numerous accounts are popping up. Now, when clicking on the pictogram of the social media 

platform presented on the corporate website, one is directed to the official platform of the 

organization. 

In addition, there are many health related blogs, however, these are private initiatives. This 

study only focused on social media platforms of the selected organizations. Further research could 

focus on these private initiatives. For example, focusing on the experiences of MS patients regarding a 

MS related blog. 

In short, some limitations are attached to this study because of limited time and because the 

study was so broad. Further research is recommended, for example by studying the social media use 

for external communication in a single sector, such as hospitals.   
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6. Conclusion 

It can be concluded social media are used in the healthcare industry for external communication. 

However, not all different social media platforms are utilized. Generally, organizations have a 

Facebook and/or Twitter account, however, social media platforms such as; Pinterest, Google+ and 

blogs are hardly used within this industry. It is argued that Facebook and Twitter are mostly used 

because of their particular goals. Goals of Facebook are amongst others branding and relationship 

building. On the other hand, Twitter is thought of as a corporate communication medium where 

information about developments in the healthcare industry and the organization itself are placed. It is 

argued that when organizations are using these two platforms, they do not need other platforms, since 

the goals are achieved by using Facebook and Twitter. However, it is assumed that by using multiple 

social media platforms, the organization can cross-promote their products or services. In addition, by 

using multiple social media platforms, the organization achieves a wider reach.  

In addition, the most common theme that was used on social media in the healthcare industry 

is news or information about the organization. These were general comments, such as the opening of a 

new building or what was for lunch in the cafeteria that day. In addition, the theme ‘events’ was used 

almost equally. Within this theme, organizations posted information on the social media platforms 

about events, such as a vacation or a concert that was organized by the organization itself. Content 

concerning events informs followers about the fun activities the organization organizes. It is argued 

that by spreading this kind of information, the organization attracts new patients or clients. 

Furthermore, interviewees claim there is a need for ‘closed platforms’, which are platforms 

that can only be accessed by members of the page. These closed platforms are more suitable for 

private sensitive information, which is common in the healthcare industry. However, these platforms 

are not utilized often, since many organizations do not have the time or budget to focus on this. 

However, it is argued that these closed platforms are the future of social media within the healthcare 

industry. 

In short, based on the content analysis and the interviews it can be concluded social media use 

for external communication is not optimally used in the healthcare industry. A reason given for this 

fact is that there is not enough time and budget to fully concentrate on these communication tools. 

Nowadays, social media are mostly used as corporate communication tools and for marketing 

purposes. However, the social media are barely used in order to inform patients about certain illnesses, 

or as platforms where health professionals and patients can meet. Therefore, the social media are 

mostly managed by staff members of the communication departments. 
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Appendix 1 - Interview scheme 

Interview Guide – Nederlands 

 

Naam: 

Bedrijf: 

Functie: 

Datum: 

Duur: 

 

Introductie 

Introductie: Mijn naam is Melissa Verhaag en studeer Communicatiewetenschappen aan de 

Universiteit Twente. Momenteel ben ik bezig met mijn afstudeeronderzoek voor de opleiding. 

Introductie onderzoek: Het onderzoek richt zich op het social media gebruik binnen de 

gezondheidszorg. Aan de ene kant onderzoek ik de huidige status van het social media gebruik, aan de 

andere kant onderzoek ik de verwachtingen en trends voor het social media gebruik. 

Doel interview: Via de interviews wil ik inzicht verkrijgen in ontwikkelingen van begin tot heden en 

op de toekomst van het social media gebruik binnen de gezondheidszorg. Daarnaast wil ik inzicht 

verkrijgen in ervaringen met het social media gebruik en hoe het beleid past binnen de totale 

communicatiestrategie. 

Toestemming opname: Ik zou het interview graag willen opnemen. De opname wordt vertrouwelijk 

behandeld en heeft als doel om nog eenmaal beluisterd te worden tijdens het uitwerken van het 

interview. Heeft u hier bezwaar tegen? 

 

Algemeen: 

1. Kunt u het verhaal vertellen hoe de ontwikkeling van social media is gegaan binnen de 

organisatie? 

 

Ik heb nu gehoord dat jullie gebruik maken van [platform], [platform], en [platform]. 

 

Dan wil ik u nu een aantal vragen stellen per platform. 

 

2. Wat is het doel van [platform] in de totale communicatie strategie? 

3. Hoe probeert u dit doel te bereiken?  

4. Hoeveel updates plaatst u per week?  

5. Hoe genereert u volgers?  

6. Wat zijn uw ervaringen met dit platform tot nu toe? 

7. Wat zijn volgens u de voordelen van dit specifieke platform? 

8. Gaan er moeilijkheden gepaard met dit platform? 

Generieke vragen: 
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9. a. Hoeveel mensen werken er aan de social media kanalen binnen het bedrijf? 

b. Hebben deze mensen training gehad? 

Zo nee: Hoe heeft u geleerd met deze platformen te werken? 

 

10. Zijn er naar uw mening successen geboekt sinds social media worden gebruikt? 

Zo ja:  

- Met welke platformen was dit?  

- Was de rol van dit platform? 

 

Zo nee: Hoe komt dat dan? 

 

11. Ontvangt u weleens feedback van patiënten/ volgers? 

Zo ja: wat doet u hiermee? 

 

12. Wat voor ideeën heeft u zelf om nog beter gebruik te maken van social media? 

 

13. Wat zijn volgens U de trends op het gebied van social media in de zorg? 

 

14. Welk(e) platform(en) word(t)(en) steeds belangrijker? 

 

15. Als U zelf een platform zou creëren, hoe zou die er dan uit zien? 

- Wat is het doel van dat platform? 

 

16. a. Stelling: Zorginstellingen kunnen tegenwoordig niet meer zonder social media: Ja/Nee. 

  

Indien Nee:  

 

Stelling: Zorginstellingen kunnen over 5 jaar niet meer zonder social media: Ja/Nee. 

 

b. Waarom denkt U dat? 

 

Dit waren alle vragen die ik aan u wilde stellen, hartelijk dank. Dan wil ik u nog een laatste vraag 

stellen: 

 

17. Zijn er nog onbesproken punten waarvan U denkt dat het belangrijk is voor het onderzoek en 

ik nog niet aan u heb gevraagd? 

 

 

Afsluiting interview:  

 

Vervolg: Indien u interesse heeft in de resultaten van mijn onderzoek zal ik dat noteren en contact met 

u opnemen wanneer het onderzoek is afgerond. 

Contactgegevens: Wanneer u nog aanvullingen of vragen heeft, dan kunt u contact met mij opnemen 

via e-mail of telefoon. 


