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Objective: To describe the initial use of social media by the National Insti-
tute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) Total Worker Health™
(TWH) Program and the University of lowa Healthier Workforce Center for
Excellence (HWCE) Outreach Program. Methods: Social media analytics
tools and process evaluation methods were used to derive initial insights on
the social media strategies used by the NIOSH and the HWCE. Results:
The on-line community size for the NIOSH TWH Program indicated 100%
growth in 6 months; however, social media platforms have been slow to gain
participation among employers. Conclusion: The NIOSH TWH Program and
the HWCE Outreach Program have found social media tools as an effective
way to expand reach, foster engagement, and gain understanding of audience
interests around TWH concepts. More needs to be known about how to best
use social media to reach and engage target audiences on issues relevant to
TWH.

I nexpensive, instant and borderless, social media provides oppor-
tunities for health professionals to engage with wider and more
diverse audiences and create meaningful ways to share and access
scientific health information.! For government public health initia-
tives, social media provides the leverage to increase visibility, form
collaborations, and establish transparency and trust among broad
and diverse audiences.> Ostensibly, social media offers the power
to build social capital and to influence the rate at which workplace
safety and health knowledge is diffused and consumed, posing the
potential to change health behaviors and the conditions of work and
impact health outcomes among workers and in workplaces. Little
has been published about how public health organizations use social
media and social networking tools to increase awareness of or engage
and interact with their stakeholders, especially among worker and
employer populations with regard to health protection and health
promotion. Much less has been written about the effectiveness to
reach, engage, and influence targeted populations, such as employ-
ers, with workplace safety and health information via social media
and social networking.

Although most government agencies are considered in the
early adoption stage on the use of social media, the National Insti-
tute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) has been actively
involved in using social and new media for many years.> In 2007,
when the NIOSH launched a Science Blog on its Web site,* it rec-
ognized the leveraging power of social media to transfer workplace
safety and health research. In 2009, the NIOSH evaluated its Science
Blog and found that it is a useful communication channel to provide
workplace safety and health information and expand the Institute’s
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reach to new consumers.’ In addition to the Blog, the NIOSH com-
municates with stakeholders using four main social media channels:
Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and LinkedIn. As of April 2013, the
NIOSH reached more than 200,000 combined followers on Twitter
via 13 feeds targeting various industry segments (eg, construction,
transportation, and manufacturing); its two Facebook profiles have
more than 16,000 combined likes; the NioshSafety Videos channel on
YouTube contains 82 videos viewed annually for more than 142,000
times; and the Total Worker Health Group on LinkedIn has 340
professional members. Each channel provided the NIOSH an op-
portunity to expand its reach and its opportunities for meaningful
interaction for those interested in workplace safety and health.

With the launch of the Total Worker Health™ (TWH) Pro-
gram in 2011, the NIOSH broadened and attracted a new audience—
health promotion professionals—as well as maintained the NIOSH’s
mainstay of workplace safety and health professionals.® The broader
workplace health and safety audience creates a new avenue in ad-
dressing the twenty-first century workforce needs and modernizes
the responsibility for promoting safer and healthier workplaces.

The objectives of this article were (1) to describe the initial
social media and social networking strategies of the NIOSH TWH
Program and the University of lowa Healthier Workforce Center for
Excellence (HWCE) for creating an on-line presence for the concept
“Total Worker Health”; (2) to share results and insights from their
use of social media tools such as eNewsletters, Facebook, LinkedIn,
Twitter, Pinterest, and the NIOSH Science Blog; and, (3) to provide
recommendations to organizations interested in using social media
to promote the adoption of integrated worker health programs.

OUTREACH AND COMMUNICATION METHODS

Early on in the launch of the NIOSH TWH Program, lead-
ership recognized the potential of social media for leveraging the
visibility of TWH and for engaging with a broader stakeholder base,
beyond the traditional audience of occupational safety and health
professionals. Because of the growing national interest in TWH,
the development of a quarterly eNewsletter and the establishment
of a social media presence were deemed priority 2011 goals by the
NIOSH. As a result, a comprehensive communication and outreach
plan and two-phased strategy were established. The TWH Program’s
goals align with the Institute’s communication goals and include the
following:

1. To improve the awareness and recognition of and the NIOSH
TWH Program

2. To disseminate information and research relevant to TWH

3. To discover, contact, and collaborate with existing and potential
partners

4. To receive feedback from stakeholders and other potential part-
ners

In 2011, phase one of the strategy was launched and included
developing the brand identity for the NIOSH TWH Program and a
TWH web page. The brand identity included a common law trade-
mark, the tagline, and a design graphic. In 2012, phase two of the
strategy was launched and the Program expanded its focus on build-
ing an on-line presence for TWH, targeting health protection and
health promotion professionals. To build the on-line presence, the
Program implemented an integrated social media strategy.
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The first part of the strategy was to develop three primary
mediums or drivers for content that would engage the interests of
the broad and diverse audiences for TWH. The primary content
drivers included the NIOSH TWH web page—a quarterly electronic
newsletter called TWH in Action/—and case studies that illustrate
employer approaches toward integrating health protection and health
promotion called Promising Practices for TWH.

The second part of the strategy was to create social networks
to share and exchange content, to create dialogue, and to foster part-
nerships with health protection and health promotion professionals
interested in TWH. As a result, the Program created two social net-
works: @NIOSH_TWH on Twitter and the NIOSH TWH LinkedIn
Group. The Program also aimed to further create interest and attract
new audiences by working to include their content on other NIOSH
channels (ie, NIOSH Science Blog) and third-party channels (ie,
radio podcasts, Medscape, and Wikipedia).”!!

The University of lowa HWCE Outreach Program supports
the TWH Program’s outreach and communication goals as well as
the Center’s goals to promote best and promising TWH practices and
to serve as a state and national resource center for employee health
programs, services, and policy.'> To accomplish this, the HWCE has
embraced social media as an integrated communication strategy for
engaging target audiences. Overall goals for the Outreach Program’s
communication plan have been adapted from the five broad purposes
of'using social media in public health and health promotion to gather
market insights, establish brand/presence, disseminate critical infor-
mation, expand reach, and foster engagement and partnerships.'?
They are as follows:

e Communicate with employers and stakeholders for market in-
sights.

e Establish the HWCE’s presence as a resource center for em-
ployee health programs, services, and policy and promote best
and promising TWH practices.

e Disseminate evidence-based information and resources.

e Expand reach to include employers and stakeholders from diverse
sectors.

e Foster engagement and partnerships with employers and stake-
holders.

In 2011, the HWCE Outreach Program worked on building
relationships with stakeholders and employers who were part of
the Healthier Workforce Learning Network, a statewide distribution
list that included more than 1000 key contacts throughout Iowa that
were interested in workplace health protection and health promotion.
Activities included meetings, committee memberships, surveys, pre-
sentations, conferences, and coordinating and hosting the 2012 Total
Worker Health™ Symposium in Coralville, lowa.

The HWCE Outreach Program specifically targets small- and
medium-sized businesses and those with limited resources. Smaller
businesses often lack the resources that make corporate integrated
employee health programs successful and cost-effective. In a 2012
report from the National Small Business Association and Humana,
over half of small businesses stated insufficient information avail-
ability for introducing health and wellness programs and only one
third reported having confidence in their actual ability to help em-
ployees manage their well-being.'* By using social media and on-line
communication channels, the HWCE is able to gain a more nuanced
understanding of their needs and help bridge the information and
resource gap they face.

To further engage stakeholders and employers, including
health promotion and human resource professionals, the HWCE uses
social media as a Jow-cost integrated communication strategy and
engagement tool for employee health programs. Current HWCE ac-
tivities include sharing information, resources, health tracking tools,
promotional materials, and events through on-line channels that em-
ployers can use to complement their employee health and safety

programs. Communication channels include the HWCE Web site,
a monthly Healthier Workforce e-Bulletin, Twitter (@UIHWCE),
Facebook (Healthier Workforce Center for Excellence), and an /OWA
Total Worker Health Pinterest page.'>~!°

SOCIAL MEDIA METRICS AND EVALUATION

Using first-level social media metrics recommended by the
Federal Social Media Community of Practice, the NIOSH TWH
social media strategy was assessed at two points: October 2012 and
April 2013.2° The metrics include breadth and direct engagement.
Breadth is the most standard social media metric and includes two
components: community size (ie, followers, subscribers, and unique
visitors to a web page) and community growth (eg, change in the
community size). Engagement volume (ie, likes, mentions, retweets,
e-mails, and Google alerts) is a component of direct engagement and
allows you to identify trends in what your community values, and
what elicits engagements in response. In addition, a Google search
was collected and compared at two points—June 2011 and May
2013—to estimate the on-line presence of TWH.

The social media strategy of the HWCE Outreach Program
used process evaluation methods with formative research uses to
monitor levels of audience engagement and gain a better under-
standing of the information and resource needs of smaller employ-
ers. Process evaluation, recommended as an overarching evaluation
strategy for social media,'® was most appropriate because it allowed
the HWCE to track participant’s activity by observing where, what,
and how social media and on-line platforms were engaging the tar-
get audience, which in turn helped guide current and future social
media actions. Audience activity and metrics were observed along a
continuum (low, medium, high) to determine engagement levels and
considered activity on the HWCE Web site, the e-bulletin, and social
media platforms (ie, Pinterest, Twitter, and Facebook). Engagement,
a core attribute, if not central purpose in social media,'® assesses
the degree and depth of participation that people have around spe-
cific topics.”! Low engagement was identified when people viewed
content and acknowledged a preference or agreement with posted in-
formation (eg, views, clicks, likes, and dislikes). When people shared
content and became involved in creating content that could influence
others (eg, posts, pins, repins, times a post or link had been shared,
and times a newsletter was forwarded/clicked), they demonstrated a
medium level of engagement. High engagement was observed when
people started participating in off-line activities and interventions
as a result of exposure from a social media channel (eg number of
people who register for an event, attend off-line events)."3

SOCIAL MEDIA INSIGHTS: RESULTS

The social media strategy of the NIOSH TWH focused on
building an on-line presence for TWH to target health protection
and health promotion professionals and to create avenues for ex-
panding reach and stakeholder base. From June 2011 to April 2013,
the TWH Program established more than 49,000 subscribers for its
quarterly eNewsletter, TWH in Action! In October 2012, the on-line
community size for the TWH Program was estimated to be more
than 70,000, and in April 2013, the community size was estimated
to be more than 140,000. This indicates 100% community growth in
6 months. The engagement volume for the TWH Program from July
2012 to October 2012 was more than 700 and from November 2012
to April 2013 was estimated to be more than 950. In a retroactive
Google search of “Total Worker Health” during the month of June
2011, when the NIOSH launched the TWH Program, search results
that included references to the NIOSH TWH Program appeared in
three pages of up to eight citations per page. In May 2013, when
searching “Total Worker Health” on Google, 12 pages of search re-
sults referred to activities and outputs derived from the NIOSH TWH
Program.
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In the first 5 months of expanding the HWCE Web site, more
than 15 new web pages were added with more than 20 links to
related Web sites and more than 15 direct links to evidence-based
resources. Since launching the expanded Web site and the e-bulletin
(<1300 subscribers), 200 additional unique visitors have visited the
HWCE Web site each month. The Total Worker Health Symposium
web page (which includes presentation slides and opening comments
from the NIOSH Director, Dr John Howard) has had the highest level
of interest among stakeholders with more than 2200 views.?? High
interest was also observed (low—medium engagement) on both the
Web site and e-bulletin related to incentive-based wellness programs
in the workplace—model employer programs/promising practices—
and the concept of TWH, respectively.

When analytics and observations from the HWCE Web site,
e-bulletin, and social media platforms were combined, the high-
est levels of engagement occurred among audience members who
linked and/or downloaded workplace health and wellness promo-
tional materials (medium engagement), linked to register for webi-
nars or events (medium-high depending on whether they actually
participated), or engaged the HWCE in upcoming events (high en-
gagement). HWCE social media platforms (Pinterest, Twitter, and
Facebook) have been slow to gain participation among employers
and stakeholders; however, initial user’s on-line activity has con-
firmed their desire for information and resources supporting issues
relevant to fotal worker health programs in the workplace. Of the
three platforms, the Iowa Total Worker Health Pinterest page has
had the highest number of people reached, with the most popular
repins (medium engagement) being of evidence-based resources in
the form of guides, programs, tools, and promotional materials that
support worksite employee health and wellness programs. Twitter
has been most successful for understanding employer’s challenges
and successes, and was achieved through the distribution of a short-
on-line employer survey. Audience reach was broadened with the
support from the NIOSH Total Worker Health LinkedIn Group and
the @NIOSH_TWH Twitter page.

DISCUSSION

In May 2013, twenty-three months after the TWH Program
was announced, the term “Total Worker Health,” its rationale, emerg-
ing research, and promising practices regularly appear in social
media and on-line through Twitter, LinkedIn, Pinterest, Facebook,
eNewsletters, and blogs. This may be indicative that the TWH Pro-
gram is expanding the stakeholder base for the NIOSH. Much more
needs to be known and shared about how to best use social me-
dia, particularly among organizations, such as NIOSH, HWCE, and
smaller employers. The slow uptake of social media by smaller em-
ployers is reportedly not uncommon and will require the NIOSH
and the HWCE to work together on their social media ideas and
concepts.”!

To effectively use social media for engaging employers in
TWH, a business case will need to be developed and shared. Privacy
issues and other negative perceptions of using social media in the
workplace need to be addressed. This includes attention to leading
barriers that prevent employers from embracing social media such
as lack of knowledge and understanding about social media, failure
to accept new ways of thinking, loss of control, fear of the unknown,
lack of resources, and difficulty in showing return on investment.?

When the TWH Program first entered social media, much of
the time was spent in assessing the value of social media for ex-
tending the reach and understanding the potential for an increased
stakeholder base. A more comprehensive and coordinated imple-
mentation plan combined with a systematic review of the literature
on social media approaches for organizational adoption of worker
safety, health, and wellness programs is needed to better understand
the impact of social media in enhancing TWH Program visibil-
ity, fostering stakeholder engagement, and ultimately promoting an
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integrated approach to workplace health and safety. Coordinated
communication goals and measures are needed to understand how
the outreach efforts of the NIOSH and the TWH Centers of Excel-
lence, such as HWCE, can effectively reach and engage with target
audiences and influence changes in organizational health.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

In the initial efforts by the NIOSH TWH Program and HWCE,
it has been observed that social media is an effective way to expand
reach, build interest, and gather insights about stakeholders’ aware-
ness and perceptions of TWH. Although much more needs to be
known about how to best use social media to reach and engage with
target audiences, some lessons learned can be applied as practical
recommendations for other organizations wishing to pursue a sim-
ilar endeavor. Before developing a strategic communication plan,
create a trial period for understanding target audiences—who they
are, where they are, what they are interested in, what they want to
know more about, and how they like to access information—this
information is critical and will guide communication strategies and
evaluation plans. When leaning toward committing to creating a
social media presence, be willing to start small. It is easy to under-
estimate the amount of time and resources it takes to understand,
build, and engage a community of followers. Create and maintain
a tailored, credible, and engaging content strategy. Understand the
difference between quantity and quality of engagement as you eval-
uate your efforts. One hundred followers with 50% interacting are
far better than 10,000 followers with no interaction.
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