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Preface 

This e-book is the first in a series designed to teach healthcare 

communicators and educators how to reach and engage ―e-

patients.‖ The term e-patient is often loosely used to describe the 8 

in 10 internet users who go online for health information. But 

more important than denoting a patient being digitally savvy, the 

―e-‖ represents empowerment.  

Patients are seeking information, sharing data, experiences and 

opinions, and selecting treatments more than ever before. 

Digital technology is not causing a shift from paternalistic to 

participatory medicine, but it is acting as an accelerator. The 

Internet, broadband access, and now mobile technologies, greatly 

reduce the friction associated with finding information and 

communicating. Complaining about a hospital or discussing a 

drug’s side effects at your book club impacts eight friends—making 

a recommendation or comment on Facebook, Twitter, or YouTube 

reaches thousands. 

Thus far most marketers have been slow to respond to this new 

breed of health consumer. But the good news is that innovative 

health marketers are already showing the way. There are literally 

hundreds of social media cases we can learn from.  

Reaching e-patients need not be difficult or complex. Though our 

initial focus is on Twitter, most of what we’ll explore has more to 

do with authentic, value-added marketing than micro-blogging. 

If you have any questions or comments on this book I’d love to 

hear them. But please be brief. After all, you only have 140 

characters. 

Kevin Kruse 

@kevinkruse  

January 2010 

e-Patients are seeking… 

sharing… selecting. 
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The Health Tweet Heard Around The World 

Professional race car driver Charlie Kimball was heading to the 

Iowa Speedway, just outside of Des Moines, on June 18, 2009. He 

paused, logged onto the popular micro-blogging site Twitter, and 

at 10:54am made pharmaceutical marketing history when he sent 

this message from his mobile phone:1 

Headed for Iowa Speedway. Just took Levemir®. For 

Levemir® (insulin detemir [rDNA origin] injection) 

prescribing info: http://is.gd/15uIl 

FIGURE 1.1 

Charlie Kimball's Tweet That Made Marketing History 

 

 

 

The first branded pharmaceutical spot had hit Twitter. 

It all began with the common racing practice of corporate 

sponsorship. Kimball, the first professional racecar driver with 

type 1 diabetes, approached insulin medication manufacturer Novo 

Nordisk about a sponsorship deal in April 2009. This led to Novo 

Nordisk branded-products appearing on his racing regalia as well 

as a series of speaking engagements about overcoming diabetes.  

Kimball, whose diabetes diagnosis forced him out of racing in 2007 

until a surprise return one year later, made no secret of his 

condition—he maintains a blog, a YouTube channel, a Facebook 

fanclub and a personal Twitter page detailing the ups and downs of 

life as a diabetic as well as the thrills of the racetrack. So, when 

Novo Nordisk floated the idea of a specific company branded 

Twitter account, Kimball was all for it. On June 3rd, ―Race With 

Insulin‖ made its debut.  

This was the first branded pharma page on Twitter. While 

Kimball’s personal page never shied from the realities of diabetes, 

the new sponsored profile provided specific named references to 
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Novo Nordisk products. Each tweet that explicitly dealt with 

pharma products included a link to prescribing information (i.e., 

the package insert), laying out all the information and risks a print 

advertisement would include.  

Since the tweets didn’t mention the indication for the medication, 

it could be classed as a ―reminder ad,‖ and therefore held to much 

looser rulings. Additionally, the Twitter profile page itself includes 

usage and safety information in a sidebar full of fine-print. When 

the page went up, Novo Nordisk thought they had all the bases 

covered. They were venturing into unknown territory, but the 

―Race With Insulin‖ page was, as far as anyone could predict, well 

within FDA guidelines.  

Despite the company’s confidence that their partnership with 

Kimball was true to the letter of the pharma advertising law, others 

felt that the enterprise stood on ethically shaky grounds. John 

Mack of Pharma Marketing Blog led the salvo with a strongly 

worded June 19th blog post titled ―Novo Nordisk’s Branded 

(Levemir) Tweet Is Sleazy Twitter Spam!‖ Clearly he was not 

mincing words and he concluded, ―I sincerely hope that this Tweet 

is NOT used as a 'model' for other drug companies who want to 

adopt Twitter as a marketing vehicle.‖2 

Ross Fetterolf, VP of Digital Strategy at Ignite Health, took an 

opposing view of the ―Race With Insulin‖ page. He applauded the 

innovation of Novo Nordisk writing on his blog, "This is an 

excellent example of Novo putting its foot to the gas and racing to 

the head of the pack -- at least when it comes to social media 

initiatives. We’re left to wonder if some of their competitors feel 

like they’ve just been lapped."3 

Love it or hate it, Novo-Nordisk’s venture with Charlie Kimball 

showed health marketers everywhere that Twitter is a platform 

that shouldn’t be ignored.  

What Is Twitter? 

How much can you say in 140 characters? To give a sense of 

perspective, this paragraph has racked up just about that many so 
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far. It might not seem like much, but that’s the limit that over 

seven million new users a month4 must work with on free micro-

blogging platform Twitter. And they’re saying a lot.  

 

 

Take a random sample of tweets (the colloquial term for a Twitter 

message) and you’ll find conversations as diverse as those on a 

busy Manhattan sidewalk. Pop culture gossip, business pitches, 

impassioned political pleas, flirting, arguing, heady intellectual 

debates, and even a smattering of total gibberish. All of this is 

delivered in a terse, snappy patois that’s arisen to adapt to the 

strict space limitations on the site – it’s kind of a mix between old-

fashioned telegrams and modern text-messages.  

 

 

The initial goal was to create a service as mobile as cell phone 

short-message service (i.e., SMS or text messaging) but with the 

ability to communicate on a larger scale. Every time you use 

Twitter to send out a message, you’re reaching out to everyone who 

has chosen to follow you – an audience that could number 

anywhere between 0 and if you happen to be Ashton Kutcher in 

late 2009, over 4 million people. In turn, your feed (the list of 

tweets that you receive from others) brings in a steady stream of 

quips, updates, and commentary from everyone you follow. It’s a 

mixture of blogging, SMS, subscription feeds (i.e., RSS), and online 

chat that sounds overwhelming but can be grasped after only a few 

minutes of playing around.  

Since its public debut in July 2006, Twitter use has expanded 

beyond the founders’ wildest expectations. A big push for the 

platform came from a series of PR coups stemming from early 

celebrity adoption. An unlikely ―hero‖ in Twitter’s massive growth 

over the past year has been actor Ashton Kutcher, perhaps most 

famous for his role on That 70’s Show and MTV’s Punk’d.  

tweet = message sent on Twitter,  

which is limited to 140 characters or less 

 

followers = people who choose to receive your tweets 
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On April 17th, 2009 Kutcher became the first to amass over 

1,000,000 followers, narrowly beating out CNN’s breaking news 

account in a widely publicized race. That same week Oprah 

Winfrey started her own Twitter account, reaching over 100,000 

followers in the space of 24 hours.5 

 Although Twitter is now one of the top ten most visited sites on 

the web, much of its success is from grass-roots movements—even 

with millions of visitors each day6 , the site retains an edgy feel for 

many users. Kutcher played up this point in discussing his victory 

over CNN. "We now live in an age in media that a single voice can 

have as much power and relevance on the Web, that is, as an entire 

media network," he said. "And I think that to me was shocking."  

This individual empowerment aspect has an obvious appeal for 

many people; Twitter’s user base grew over 900% from February 

2008 to 2009.7 

So, what are all these Tweeters talking about? As it turns out, both 

more than you’d think and surprisingly little.  

Twitter is extremely popular – with numbers around 93 million as 

of November 2009.8 But in spite of the site’s large raw number of 

users, most are drawn by curiosity more than a real need for the 

platform, and will quickly abandon it. Robert J. Moore, CEO of 

RJMetrics, uncovered some discouraging numbers early this 

October in an analysis published in the Washington Post.9  

 14% of all users have zero followers 

 over 75% have less than ten followers 

 75% have also broadcast less than ten tweets 

 only 1 in 4 users actually sends a tweet in any given month 

Other studies10 suggest that after the initial visit to the site, only 

about 40% of users return. How much of this is spam—like any 

online social site, Twitter is riddled with automatically updating 

peddlers of porn and dubious wonder drugs—is unclear. These 

There are almost 100 

million users on Twitter. 



© 2010 Krū Research, LLC Page | 7 

 

numbers also fail to take into account users who are active on 

Twitter but mostly as listeners. 

Also it’s important to note that despite Twitter’s popularity, few of 

its users actually access through the official Twitter.com website. 

As of November 16, 2009, about 54% of all Tweets are made from 

third-party sources11, either programs that sit on your computer 

and help manage the info-stream, such as Twhirl or Tweedeck, or 

mobile programs like Tweetie that heighten the SMS feeling. We’ll 

get back to these in a bit.  

How Do You Use Twitter? 

When you log into Twitter you use the application more or less 

from a single screen. Take a close look at the screen below. 

FIGURE 1.2  

Twitter's main interface page  
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The white box at the top is where you type your tweet. The number 

at the top right corner of the box counts down from 140 showing 

you how many characters you have left. To the right, beneath your 

profile picture and ID name, you’ll see the number of followers you 

have, and how many people you are following. Clicking these items 

will actually take you to the list showing all of these people. 

The scroll of messages in the middle is your feed, a constantly 

changing record of what everyone you’re following is saying. You 

can also see a timestamp, telling you when the tweet was posted 

and from which platform. There are many programs that let users 

tweet from Facebook, from a Blackberry or iPod, or even by texting 

the site’s SMS number.  

You can tailor your messages by adding special characters, such as 

@ and # to a tweet. First look at the untagged message below. This 

tweet contains no special characters and can be seen by all of your 

followers. 

Figure 1.3  

A Basic Twitter Message  

 

 

If you want all of your followers to see your message, but you also 

want to direct it to a particular person, you can use an amphora 

(@) before the person’s Twitter name. The message is now tagged 

so that your targeted follower knows your message is aimed at him.  

For example, if you sent the tweet, ―@chrisbrogan I’m loving your 

book Trust Agents, great stuff!‖ Chris would see that the message 

was meant for him, but everyone who follows you would also see 

your public compliment. 
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Figure 1.4  

Using "@" To Target Tweets  

 

 

 

If you want to send a private tweet that will only be visible to a 

follower, you can use direct messaging (DM). Simply type the letter 

d followed by a space and then the desired Twitter user ID.  

 

 

Figure 1.5  

Sending a Direct Message 

 

 

 

Retweeting is a short hand way of crediting a tweet written by 

someone else and sharing it with your followers. People will 

retweet posts they find interesting, valuable or funny.  

 

r 

To retweet a post you can simply copy and paste the original tweet 

into your own message window and preface it with RT and the 

amphora symbol with the original author’s Twitter name.  

direct message = DM =  

a private message sent directly to a follower 

 

retweet = RT = sharing someone else’s message with your 

followers by rebroadcasting it from your account 
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Figure 1.6  

The Traditional “RT” Convention for Retweeting a Message 

 

 

 

Recently Twitter has made it even easier to retweet other’s 

messages. Now there is an official Retweet feature—all you need to 

do is hover over a given tweet and click the "retweet" link. 

Figure 1.7  

The Automatic "Retweet" Feature  

 

 

 

You’ll also see a search bar, which is just what it looks like. You can 

type any term and it will return with the recent tweets that 

mention that term. Recently Google began to index Twitter so 

tweets are now sometimes returned in search results their too.  
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Below the search field you’ll see a list of ―Trending Topics‖. This is 

a list of the topics with the most buzz at the moment, based on the 

number of tweets mentioning each term.  

Figure 1.8  

Twitter's Trending Topics Bar  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Twitter has no built in way to create topics, categories or threads of 

conversations so the community invented its own solution to the 

problem. A hashtag is used to mark a tag as related to a specific 

topic, with the simple syntax of using the ―hash‖ or ―pound‖ 

symbol (#) followed by the topic name. 

 

For example the hashtag #H1N1, when typed into the search box 

on Twitter, will generate a list of tweets that mention the H1N1 

―swine flu‖ virus and include the #H1N1 hashtag.  

hashtag = a # symbol combined with text to indicate that a 

message is related to a certain topic 
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Figure 1.9  

Searching Twitter for Hashtags 

 

 

 

In addition to specific topics, many will use hashtags to specify that 

a tweet is relevant to a specific community. For example, relevant 

to health marketers are these commonly used hashtags: 

 #hcsm—Healthcare Communication and Social Media  

 #hcmktg—Healthcare Marketing  

 #hcsmeu—Healthcare Social Media in Europe  

 #ePatCon—Attendees and fans of the e-Patient Connections 

Conference 
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 #health2con—Attendees and fans of the Health 2.0 

Conference 

 #followpharma—Pharmaceutical related posts 

In November 2009 Twitter released a new ―Lists‖ feature, which 

finally enables you to group people together in specific topics or 

categories. Each Twitter List aggregates the stream of tweets from 

all people in that list. So whether you create a separate list for 

―Family & Friends‖ or ―Kidney Cancer‖ you can easily read all 

tweets from the list members when you view the list page.  

For more information about Twitter Lists read 

 the official Twitter announcement at 

http://help.twitter.com/forums/10711/entries/76460 

 Mashable’s How To: Use Twitter Lists at 

http://mashable.com/2009/11/02/twitter-lists-guide/ 

Other Micro-blogging Platforms Worth Mentioning 

Twitter may be the most popular micro-blogging platform 

available, but it isn’t the only one. 

 Jaiku is an open-source micro-blogging service that was 

purchased by Google in October 2007.   

 Identi.ca is another open source platform, launched in the 

beginning of 2009.   

 Quaiku, like Jaiku, is a micro-blogging service originally 

developed in Finland. It focuses specifically on offering a 

multi-lingual experience.  

 Plurk offers a unique "timeline" aspect, and allows users to 

respond to "plurks" via instant messages.   

Even mainstream community platforms like Facebook and 

LinkedIn are now integrating a number of micro-blogging features, 

including a more Twitter-like live stream and the ability to tag 

friends in status updates.  

http://help.twitter.com/forums/10711/entries/76460
http://mashable.com/2009/11/02/twitter-lists-guide/
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How the CDC Uses Twitter to Broadcast Information 

The US Centers for Disease Control uses this information sharing 
approach to share tips with their million plus followers. Most tweets 
provide a snippet of information with a link to more details. The 
following tweets are examples from the CDCEmergency profile: 

 Returning to a flooded home? Be aware that your house may be 
contaminated w mold or sewage. Learn more: http://bit.ly/vkyND  

 Latest CDC information on E. coli in raw refrigerated, 
prepackaged cookie dough: http://tinyurl.com/locbao  

 RT @CDCFlu 37 states are reporting widespread flu activity. 
Get the latest update on 2009 H1N1 flu: http://is.gd/4mGVs 

Connecting With E-Patients On Twitter 

OK, so now you "get" Twitter.  But you’re probably still wondering, 

"How the heck can I use 140 characters for health communication 

or brand building?" Now, we’d never tell you to lie with social 

media, but in this case the acronym L.I.E. is a helpful mnemonic 

that you can use to answer that question. It stands for Listen, 

Inform and Engage. In fact, you may want to move through the 

Listen, Inform, and Engage steps sequentially as you begin to 

explore e-patient communities.  

Listen—Twitter enables you to read and monitor what’s on 

people’s minds. You can follow individual people and 

conversations to get insights into community priorities and needs. 

You can also use special social media listening platforms to 

monitor and aggregate thousands of tweets. These listening tools 

can identify the most talked about topics with word cloud analysis 

and give you an indication of overall positive or negative sentiment 

for your brand, your competitors or any other topic. 

Inform—you can also use Twitter as a channel to inform e-

patients about various topics. Admittedly, it’s not very ―social‖ to 

be in broadcast mode all the time, but sending out educational 

tweets is an easy way to ease into social media without running 

afoul of legal or regulatory issues related to health 

communications. 

 

   

Just LIE. 
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Engage—you will only tap the true power of Twitter and other 

social media platforms when you actually connect and 

communicate with other community members. The trick is to 

come with no tricks. Be authentic and transparent. Show that you 

care—you do care right?—and it will be OK if you also have a 

company, product or point of view to promote.  

Let's walk through a real world example and we’ll start from the 

patient perspective. Imagine you’re a person who suffers from 

fibromyalgia and perform a Twitter search on that word.  You can 

see some of results below. 

Figure 1.10  

Search Results For "Fibromyalgia" 
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In the previous hour alone, there were 20 tweets. Notice one of 

them is using the hashtag #fibromyalgia. If you were to scroll 

through the list of results for that hour, you would have found: 

 4 patient bloggers you could read and begin to follow 

 several new articles including a provocative one suggesting 

people who suffer from fibromyalgia may also have 

"problems with time & math"  

 the Arthritis Foundation has an upcoming awareness 

seminar focused on fibromyalgia  

 several massage therapists sharing the benefits of massage 

for pain management  

 a whole lot of garbage (not everything you read will be 

relevant or useful) 

Now put on your health communications hat. That same search for 

fibromyalgia would have turned up (possible) patient opinion 

leaders, organizations related to the condition, and current topics 

being discussed in the fibro community. This information could be 

vital to gaining new market insights and uncovering unmet patient 

needs. And remember, those 20 tweets came in over a single hour.  

Imagine what you might find in a full day’s’ worth of tweets, or if 

you tracked the topic for several months.  

 

Continuing with our fibromyalgia example, where might there be 

opportunities to connect with e-patients? Let's assume you are 

marketing a new drug, or a new device, or an online pain tracker, 

or a publication, or a society, or whatever. Remember, if all you do 

is sell or tell you will not gain many followers and people will tune 

you out. The secret, as with all good communication/marketing, is 

to provide value and make new relationships. Using Twitter you 

could: 

 listen for current topics being discussed in the fibromyalgia 

community and use them to  inform your other marketing 

and patient care efforts 



© 2010 Krū Research, LLC Page | 17 

 

 listen to what people are saying about your 

product/service/organization  

 listen to what people are saying about your competition or 

alternate products/services 

 communicate news about your 

product/service/organization  

 communicate information about fibromyalgia and chronic 

pain management 

 communicate upcoming webinars, seminars, other events 

you’re hosting 

 communicate special offers you have (coupons, trials, free 

downloads, etc.) 

 engage key opinion leaders (e.g., patient bloggers, members 

of the media, association leaders) and begin to build a 

positive relationship with them online, off-line, or both  

 engage with individuals with fibromyalgia and others in the 

community—answer their questions, comment on their 

tweets, retweet good messages  

 engage the community by asking questions, or facilitating 

an online debate 

 engage the community with patient education, if regulatory 

concerns prevent you from engaging on a product or brand 

level 

How To Maximize Your Followers and Twitter 
Community 

It is important to be mindful when you create a twitter account for 

your organization or product. Krū Research conducted an 

experiment to identify the preferences and online behaviors of 

Twitter users in a specific health condition. The conclusions 

reinforce the idea that e-patients, like most people, are more likely 

to engage with Twitter users that have high authenticity.  
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Among the findings were: 

 about 5% of people who are "followed" by a pharmaceutical 

brand will follow them back  

 people are three times more likely to follow a person who 

shares their disease or condition than they are to follow a 

brand 

 you can double your follower results just by using an 

interesting picture for your profile 

 

With these results in mind, you want to make sure your Twitter 

profile is a personable as possible. Your Twitter ID (i.e., your 

"handle" or nickname that appears next to every tweet) may need 

to represent your organization or product, but use a real person's 

name for the "Name:" field in the profile.  

If you're tweeting on behalf of yourself, use a form of your own 

name for your Twitter ID, not some silly nickname that does 

nothing to promote your authentic personal brand. Similarly you 

should use a real person's picture for the Twitter avatar (i.e., 

profile picture) instead of a brand logo. 

 

Johnson & Johnson's official Twitter account uses this approach; 

the Twitter ID is JNJComm but Marc's picture and name are used 

to identify that there is a real person working as a spokesperson for 

J&J. Review the JNJComm profile image below. 

twitter handle = a Twitter user’s profile ID or nickname 

 
Make your Twitter 

profile as personable 

as possible. 
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Figure 1.11 

JNJComm uses Monseau’s picture & name 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In contrast to the JNJComm account, the official Twitter profile 

for Pfizer is less personal, using a corporate logo for the picture 

and "Pfizer News" as the profile name.  

Pfizer does helpfully add the line "I'm Jen Kokell" at the end of the 

Bio, but this will be read by few people who encounter the 

Pfizer_news tweets in the normal stream. This profile 

configuration, combined with the largely one-way broadcast style 

of their tweets, tends to reinforce the worst parts of its corporate 

brand as the world's largest pharmaceutical company. See the 

Pfizer profile below. 
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Figure 1.12 

Pfizer profile, while credible, lacks personality 

 

 

 

 

 

Lastly, remember these Twitter tips: 

 Always be transparent  

 Show your personality 

 Providing links to articles and resources is a great way to 

offer value  

 Although you have 140 characters, say it in 120 or less so 

people can easily re-tweet you without themselves running 

out of space  

 To increase the number of re-tweets of a message, just ask 

nicely; adding "plz RT" at the end should do the trick 

 You might not be able to read every tweet, but you should 

try to respond to all your direct messages  
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EXPERT INSIGHT 

#HCSM: The Twitter Community for Healthcare Communication  

 The healthcare industry has been an early adopter of new, digital tools to communicate 
with people. Yet due to the nature of the “emerging” medium, until recently there were 
no standards or best practices. There was also no place to share or learn about 
successes and effective communication.  

 Participants from hospitals, physician practices, government agencies, universities, 
PR/marketing firms, consultants, non-profits, students, and more should be able to 
collaborate through candid questions and answers from leaders and those in the 
trenches working to improve healthcare communications. Thus, it was essential to 
develop a central place to bring together professionals from a wide range of healthcare 
perspectives to discuss, build, and evolve best practices in health communications. 

#hcsm, or “healthcare communications & social media”, was envisioned to break down 
the barriers in communication in healthcare, using Twitter's 140 character messages 
and a hashtag to track the discussion. Using a moderating account (@HealthSocMed), 
a weekly discussion is facilitated with user-generated topics to discuss healthcare 
communications and social media. #hcsm has become a leading conversation on 
healthcare and a well-recognized community on Twitter. 

 Topics in #hcsm include all aspects of communications. Based on audience 
participation and the nature of the channel, topics often include some aspect of social 
media. Anyone with a Twitter account and an interest to participate can join the 
conversation. It is not required to have a Twitter account to watch or “lurk” in the 
conversation; with the help of the search capabilities on the home page of Twitter.com, 
the conversation has few barriers to participation and engagement. 

There are neither fees nor credentials required to participate. Participants are asked to 
respect one another, to stay on topic while using the hashtag during the specific 
appointed hour, and not to “spam” or sell products or services during the chat. 

The original #hcsm conversation was a conversation using gChat in January 2009, but 

soon others clamored to participate and the discussion with scheduled topics began on 

Twitter. There has been no promotion; only word of mouth recommendations and 

natural sharing of the hashtag community occurred as the quality of content grew.  

(continued) 

 Participate in conversations by following and using relevant 

hashtags  

 As always, focus on offering value first and foremost and the 

marketing payback will take care of itself  
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EXPERT INSIGHT (continued) 

 

The @HealthSocMed account was created in the spring of 2009 to gather feedback 

and topics for the weekly conversation. This account allows for guest moderation and 

easier guidance for new members and participants who seek to recognize the blue 

#hcsm logo to find the FAQ, directions, and the topics for discussion each Sunday. 

The moderator starts the conversation with a short time period for introductions, and 

then launches a topic for discussion. There are usually 3-5 topics. Respondents can 

post general responses or respond directly to another member's comment and adding 

the hashtag. 

The entire #hcsm community plays a huge role in developing and evolving the 

community dynamic. Everyone has the opportunity to give feedback and suggest new 

ideas for the community. #hcsm gives everyone the opportunity to open-source their 

problems or questions about the industry and anything related to healthcare 

communications and social media. By using Twitter, #hcsm breaks down the age, 

experience, geographic, and other barriers that often hinder an open dialogue in 

healthcare. Anyone and everyone can participate and add value to #hcsm, which is the 

value in itself. 

 

Dana Lewis, a writer and consultant in strategic communication, moderates the award-

winning #hcsm chats. You can find her on Twitter @danamlewis and join in the weekly 

#hcsm discussion on Sundays at 8pm central. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CASE STUDY 
Johnson & Johnson 

As we have learned, Twitter users appreciate a human personality, 

even when dealing with pharmaceutical companies. There's no 

better example of this principle in action than Johnson & 

Johnson's Twitter account, JNJComm.12 

One might expect a company like Johnson and Johnson, with over 

120 years of history and 118,000 employees13, to take a 

conservative approach towards the often risky world of online 

media. However, the company has often been an early adopter, 
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starting with its first corporate website in 1996, the modern 

incarnation of which brings in roughly 126,000 unique visitors a 

month.14 In 2006, it launched its first blog—a project that would 

set the tone for future projects.  

Unlike many corporate online efforts, which seem to go to great 

lengths to maintain a strictly informational, hands-off approach, 

the JNJComm Twitter stream is peppered with retweets, replies, 

and idiosyncratic commentary. Rather than the typical corporate 

distance, J&J is about as deeply involved with the community as 

you can get. The account doesn't even use the Johnson & Johnson 

logo as its profile picture—instead it features a candid photo of 

Marc Monseau, the new media guru behind some of J&J's most 

successful online initiatives.  

The Twitter profile is the latest addition to the company’s online 

platforms, joining a YouTube channel and Facebook group as well. 

Monseau has used the unique capabilities of Twitter to 

simultaneously reach a broader audience, and to engage with it in 

a deeper way. He states, ―There’s a wider net that’s been cast; 

there’s a public conversation. We have an obligation to be in a 

place where people are communicating.‖15 

With over 2,500 followers16, Monseau is certainly not lacking in 

any audience, but the key to JNJComm's success is a bit subtler 

than sheer volume. As Ron Ploof of "RonAmok" puts it, "Marc is 

using the...channel like a quarterback."17 Meaning that he's turned 

a platform that can easily be too narrowly focused into a real-time 

PR HQ, directing his followers to the whole range of J&J's online 

resources, including unbranded sites like baby.com and Safe Kids 

USA.   

This requires the kind of two-way dialogue many companies shy 

away from in the no-holds-barred realm of social media, the kind 

of direct interaction that Monseau embraces. In an address last 

spring18, Monseau stressed the importance of establishing a 

presence that can not just talk at but talk to consumers.  

A huge percentage of Americans use the internet as a resource for 

healthcare information, and more and more are turning to 

“We have an obligation 

to be in a place where 

people are 

communicating.” 

 —Marc Monseau,  

Johnson & Johnson 
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consumer generated content as a trusted source, and any company 

that isn't part of this conversation will be at a disadvantage. By 

placing itself firmly in the midst of the discourse, a company can 

hear firsthand what consumers are saying, engage and reach out to 

reporters, and even do impromptu PR control, correcting mistakes 

and misrepresentations in real time.  

Pharma, of course, is a notoriously tightly regulated industry. As 

critical as engaging consumers is, navigating the sea of red tape 

can be a daunting task for any pharma company looking to dip its 

toe into Twitter.  

So how does someone like Monseau work around the legal 

limitations to establish an earnest dialogue with a new media 

audience? For example, how does a pharma company deal with 

Adverse Event Reports?   

According to Monseau, every adverse event report, no matter how 

casual, must be reported back to the FDA just as if a formal 

complaint had been filed. "Once we start to engage, we may be at 

the receiving end of these adverse event reports. We may end up 

hosting conversations about off-label uses of our products. So that 

made our efforts to get involved in this area rather difficult."19  

Although he has yet to encounter an adverse event in the context of 

Twitter, it’s a possibility he takes seriously: "―We’ve just tried to 

apply some of the same standards and practices we’ve always had 

in place.‖20  

CASE STUDY 
Detroit Medical Center 

On November 23rd, 2009, Dr. Philip Schmitt of the Detroit 

Medical Center (DMC) prepared to perform a Birmingham Hip 

Surfacing. This operation is a new approach to hip replacement 

surgery that leaves the patient with a greater range of motion than 

older procedures and as such, has attracted a good deal of interest. 

And none more than on that day, when in a way, Schmitt took 

almost 3,000 observers into the O.R. with him.  

After a year of active 

Twitter use, no adverse 

events have been 

reported to JNJComm. 
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Since 2006, Schmitt has performed almost 600 such surgeries, but 

this was the first time the entire procedure had been recorded in 

real-time via Twitter. From   

Figure 1.13 

Before the Operation 

 

to  

Figure 1.14 

Conclusion of the Operation 

 

The hospital's in-house Twitter profile, @DMC_Heals, provided a 

play-by-play account of the surgery as it happened.21 The profile 

followers, who actively commented on and re-tweeted the 

operation via the #dmcDOCchat channel, were present for the 

initial incision near the hip, to the dislocation, the fitting of the ball 

joint, suturing, and all the other steps of the process, interjected 

occasionally with general facts and statistics about the operation. 

All in all, the operation took less than an hour to complete, but left 

the channel abuzz with discussion for the rest of the day.   

Other affiliated accounts, including @Jespy (belonging to DMC 

Press Secretary Jerome Espy) and @DMC_HuronValley, provided 

supplemental accounts, and the operation was photographed as 

well. The hospital's press release22 refers to this event as a 

"TweetCast" and claims that its one of the first of its kind, allowing 

a remote audience to ask questions at any time.  

The DMC has a history of communication innovations, as well as a 

willingness to experiment with reaching out in unexpected 

mediums. It has already done a number of strictly informational 
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"TweetCasts" this year, including sessions on Botox and also H1N1 

flu, along with excursions into more traditional media. For 

example, on September 9th, 2009, at 9:09 A.M., the DMC 

broadcast a live birth on a local radio station. This multimedia 

approach is a key to the DMC's PR strategy-- even the live-tweeted 

hip replacement surgery depended on using Facebook to spread 

buzz and Flickr to host and distribute the photo coverage.  

As with Johnson & Johnson, by making social media a habit rather 

than an exception, further innovations become easier and easier. 

In fact, the only thing standing in the way of the hip replacement 

TweetCast was the issue of finding a patient willing to sign a 

release.  

Other benefits of making this kind of direct dialogue a regular 

practice include having a ready-made publicity force in the form of 

your fans. Espy refers to the segment of the audience energized 

enough to spread awareness of these events through word-of-

mouth and online invitations as "champions" and "advocates," an 

apt description of a group with so much potential. 

In terms of goals, the DMC’s social media efforts are simply 

designed to educate. An open-ended mission statement like that 

can sometimes be just as useful as a specific, aggressively directed 

one. For the DMC, it allows plenty of room to experiment and grow 

while keeping a consistent tone. In the case of the hip replacement 

project, for example, the hospital archived the channel discussion 

and put out a follow-up press release. As always, the core 

informational content outweighs the experimental aspect.  

As Espy puts it, "Our top goal for our social media presence is to be 

a good social media citizen.  As cheesy as that sounds, that means, 

we look to educate and inform to the most people we can, through 

this format.  We also look to provide this information to people 

considering the procedure or who have a friend or loved one that 

could benefit from the procedure as an alternative to total hip 

replacement.  We are mining ideas throughout our hospitals all the 

time to do this kind of social media interaction."  

 

“We look to educate and 

inform… to provide this 

information to people 

considering the 

procedure or who have 

a friend or loved one 

that could benefit from 

the procedure as an 

alternative to total hip 

replacement.” 

—Jerome Espy 

Detroit Medical Center 
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CASE STUDY 
American Public Health Association 

The American Public Health Association (APHA), which was 

founded in 1872 and is the oldest and largest public health agency 

in the world, covers a staggeringly wide array of concerns.23 It 

consists of sub-groups covering health education, environmental 

protection, nutrition, disability activism, health administration, 

mental health, and over a dozen more.  So, when the APHA took 

the plunge into Twitter in June of 2007, it faced a challenge—how 

to provide focused content under the purview of such a sprawling 

heading?  

 The APHA’s solution was to create and maintain separate profiles, 

each covering a slightly different subject matter, but all of them 

linked with clear APHA branding. Additionally, all of these 

accounts can be aggregated and read as a whole on a list 

maintained by the organization at 

http://twitter.com/PublicHealth/aphatwitters.  

The two primary accounts are ―PublicHealth,‖ the APHA’s primary 

Twitter headquarters, and ―GetReady,‖ the purpose of which, to 

use the profile’s own words, ―is helping Americans prepare for all 

health hazards, including pan flu, infectious diseases, disasters and 

other health emergencies.‖24 

Figure 1.15 

PublicHealth's Twitter Profile  
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PublicHealth, which has made about 500 tweets in its two years of 

existence, and boasts about 5,500 followers as of December 2009, 

places a large emphasis on business within the APHA itself as well 

as recognitions of public health initiatives across the world.  

As of this writing, the APHA front page of tweets includes an 

announcement about World AIDS day and a reminder to get 

tested, a Thanksgiving-week thank you to public health workers, a 

link to an article on Virginia’s recent restaurant-smoking ban, and 

a smattering of facts from the CDC about America’s preventive 

habits. Overall, its quite link heavy, taking advantage of Twitter’s 

ability to keep up with the news without trying to cram content 

into the platform’s character limit.  

Figure 1.16 

GetReady, the APHA's prevention outreach account 

 

GetReady sticks much more closely to a single purpose. Again, 

while the majority of its tweets do in fact deal with the prevention 

of health issues like diseases and accidents, the coverage is broad 

enough that the profile is more a resource of general interest than 

a site you’d necessarily turn to first in an emergency. For example, 

while much of its recent coverage has dealt with the H1N1 virus, it 

doesn’t claim to be a one-stop H1N1 information headquarters.  

Part of this is simply an understanding of the strengths and 

limitations of Twitter. The platform thrives on change and speed, 

and with its fairly rudimentary search engine, Twitter is not the 
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best place to build a comprehensive resource for people seeking 

specific answers.  

Rather, by focusing on preventing problems before they happen, 

and by addressing a wide range of issues, GetReady aims to use 

Twitter’s rapid-fire pace to touch as many bases as possible. It’s a 

case, to put it bluntly, of quantity over quality.   

The APHA also keeps several ancillary accounts for more specific 

needs. ―NPHW 09‖ covered events and promotions for the year’s 

National Public Health Week, while ―APHA Annual Meeting‖ was 

the home to a comprehensive live-tweeting of the group’s yearly 

convention.  

By splitting its efforts and covering a broad area of content, the 

APHA’s various Twitter branches have attracted respectable 

numbers; over 2,500 for each individual profile. Such an approach 

gives each account room to expand and explore its particular 

niche, while keeping the main account from becoming bloated and 

poorly-focused. 

In Good Company...  

In addition to the organizations mentioned in the cases above, 

literally hundreds of other health marketers and communicators 

are already using Twitter. 

 

Over 30 life science companies were on Twitter as of November 

2009 including: 25 

 AstraZeneca  

 Bayer Healthcare  

 Boehringer Ingelheim  

 GE Healthcare  

 Genentech  

 Medco  
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 Medscape  

 Pfizer  

Over 300 hospitals were on Twitter as of November 2009 

including: 

 Bayor Healthcare 

 Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center  

 Brigham and Women's Hospital  

 Children's Hospital of Los Angeles  

 Cleveland Clinic  

 Dana Farber Cancer Institute  

 Duke University Medical Center  

 Fox Chase Cancer Center  

 Hartford Hospital  

 Johns Hopkins Medical Institutions  

 M.D. Anderson Cancer Center  

 Mayo Clinic  

 Pinnacle Health System  

 St. John Health System  

 Thomas Jefferson University Hospital  

 UNC Healthcare  

 Wellstar Health System  

 Yale-New Haven Hospital  

Online health publishers using Twitter include: 
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 EverydayHealth  

 Healthline 

 Prevention 

 RealAge  

 RightHealth 

 WebMD  

 Wellsphere  

Other public health organizations on Twitter include: 

 The Department of Health and Human Services  

 American Public Health Association   

 US Centers for Disease Control   

 American Cancer Society  

 World Health Organization  

For an exhaustive, up to date list of companies using Twitter for 

health marketing visit: 

 The Pharma and Healthcare Social Media Wiki maintained 

by Jonathan Richman 

(http://www.doseofdigital.com/healthcare-pharma-social-

media-wiki)  

 The Hospital Social Network List maintained by Ed Bennett 

(http://ebennett.org/hsnl)  

 The Healthcare Professional's Social Media List maintained 

by HealthTechnica 

(http://healthtechnica.com/blogsphere/clinical-medical-

users)  

http://www.doseofdigital.com/healthcare-pharma-social-media-wiki
http://www.doseofdigital.com/healthcare-pharma-social-media-wiki
http://ebennett.org/hsnl
http://healthtechnica.com/blogsphere/clinical-medical-users
http://healthtechnica.com/blogsphere/clinical-medical-users
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EXPERT INSIGHT 
A Peek at the Twitter Diary of @Boehringer (Boehringer-Ingelheim) 
 
October 2008 
Search for pharma companies on Twitter produce no results.  
Write proposal to start profile. 
 
7th November 2008 
Search for pharma companies on Twitter. Produce one result: Novartis 
 
17th November 2008 
Proposal accepted and we start to tweet. We‟re the second pharma company on 
Twitter. First tweet is a pre-license product in phase III testing  
 

“First pivotal trials begin for Boehringer Ingelheim’s novel triple angiokinase 
inhibitor Vargatef™ (BIBF 1120) http://tiny.cc/KJCzU” 

 
Between November and January we start tweeting links to our press releases and 
information packs on the corporate website.  
 
14th January 2009 
First „branded‟ tweet  
 

“Longest follow-up period for any new oral anticoagulant explores Pradaxa® 
for stroke prevention in atrial fibrillation” 

 
22nd January 2009 
Twitter is about dialogue so I start engaging with other Twitter users, commenting on 
their tweets and blog postings. Also start to link to other articles in the press:  
 

“@MaverickNY Really like your blog, especially this post The value of Twitter 
for business and competitive intelligence - Keep up the good work!” 

 
February 2009 
The dialogue takes over as the main form of messaging on our profile. This doesn‟t 
go unnoticed and a slurry of blogs postings and magazines start to cover 
Boehringer‟s Twitter activity. This is a confidence boost; as with any new project 
you‟re not always sure you have your strategy right.  
 
http://www.biovalley.ch/content.cfm?nav=4&content=10&command=details&id=8878   
 
March 2009 
First Tweet about RELY, later described as pharma‟s first full social media campaign 
 

“Final patient completes treatment in the RE-LY study, the largest atrial 
fibrillation outcomes trial to date” 

 
(continued) 

 

http://www.biovalley.ch/content.cfm?nav=4&content=10&command=details&id=8878%20%20
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EXPERT INSIGHT (continued) 
 
April 2009 
Great Pharmafocus article about our Twitter activities. Another confidence 
booster. Thanks! 
 
http://viewer.zmags.com/publication/6e25baad#/6e25baad/8 
 
21st April 2009 
We live tweet our annual press conference and make a HUGE mistake. Far too 
many tweets and we did it in German and English. While a logistical success, it 
was a failure from a reader‟s point of view. A good learning experience though.  
 

“APC Twittering learning. 1. Do fewer tweets 2. Stick to 1 language per 
account. 3. Link to web rersources more. #BIAPC09” 

 
27th April 2009 
Presented at an external marketing conference for the first time. The subject was 
Twitter and the conference was EyeForPharma. The slides looked great 
(designed by our digital agency Nitro Ventures) and included some innovative 
interactive elements. They included a live Twitter feed showing comments made 
during the presentation. It also included a mobile poll stimulated by a BlueBomb 
Bluetooth questionnaire sent to everyone in the room. The results were shown 
live at the end of the presentation.  
 
17th June 2009 
Did an interview with John Mack on his Blog about Twitter usage and social 
media. If I thought that meant he‟d go easy on us in his blog, I was mistaken :o) 
 
22nd June 2009 
Redesigned our Twitter page using social media iconography.  
 

“We're using our new 'social media' imagery - icons, reflecting our core 
values: family owned, research-driven, scientific, medical, global.” 

 
9th July 2009 

“@boehringernld Welcome to Twitter, Boehringer Ingelheim Netherlands: 
Tweeting local news in Dutch! Welkom!” 

 
 
10th July 2009 

“Journalists – we’re interested to hear from you about your experiences on 
Twitter and how we can work together. DM or tweet us!” 

 
16th July 2009 
Great article in Whydotpharma about state of pharma and Twitter. Encouraging to 
know we are doing some things right. 

 
(continued) 

 

http://viewer.zmags.com/publication/6e25baad%23/6e25baad/8
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EXPERT INSIGHT (continued) 

 
22nd July 2009 
Did a webinar for EXL called pharmarama Twitterama with Shwen Gwee. 
Really enjoyed it, despite challenging conditions: I was travelling at the time 
and had to dive into our UK office and hot-desk.  
 
August 2009 
Start to tweet in anticipation of the ESC 
 

“@amarantoblook Hi, I will be there too. Maybe we can meet up to say 
hello? John” 

 
24th August 2009 
Tweet about the launch of our first two YouTube channels. They have the 
same social media iconography that our Twitter uses. 
 

“Boehringer Ingelheim launch their first 2 YouTube channels: 
Boehringer Ingelheim and Parkinson's Matters” 

 
27th August 2009 
The USA launch their Twitter profile, mainly because of legal differences 
between Europe and the USA in what we can tweet about. This issue becomes 
important later on.  
 
30th August 2009 
Pull an all-nighter to complete the stroke prevention YouTube channel. Today 
is the day of the RELY results, arguably Boehringer‟s most important trial 
results to date. Post pictures showing the queue of journalists trying to get in to 
the briefing, plus tweets about the results, as they are announced.  
 
31st August 2009 
Furor (well, in our small bubble anyway). People don‟t seem to know whether 
to applaud or be appalled at our campaign. It‟s tagged as “pharma‟s first full 
bore social media campaign”. Also big problems with the difference between 
the US approach and European approach to disclosing information about pre-
license products. Big arguments over who owns Twitter. By my calculations 
with all retweets and tweets the messages reach over 20,000 profiles, helped 
in no small way by the controversy.  
 
10th September 2009 
At Google in Hamburg for their Healthcare Innovation Day. Presenting How 
Would Google Do Pharma? 
 
 
 
 

(continued) 
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EXPERT INSIGHT (continued)  

 
10th October 2009 
 

“Mirapexin®/Sifrol® prolonged-release, once daily tablet for the 
treatment of Parkinson’s disease approved for EU/EEA” 

 
Tweet gets lambasted by John Mack. However, his argument, that Twitter is 
predominantly American, gets heavily criticized, plus our assertions that we 
are European, included a European brand name and included the EU 
reference in the tweet gets support from the Twitter community. I believe that 
patients should have a right to know this sort of information.  
 
15th October 2009 
Account gets hacked or gets a bug, and hundreds of tweets, private DMs 
and messages get tweeted out.  
 
17th October 2009 
More controversy as we tweet about our female sexual dysfunction drug, 
Flibanserin. This time it‟s not tweets that cause the fuss but the subject 
matter.  
 
18th November 2009 
“Writing an entry for Kevin Kruse‟s book about the e-patient movement on 
Twitter” 

 

John Pugh, Director of Corporate Communication/External Communications 

in the Headquarter of Boehringer Ingelheim, has over 15 years media 

experience, 8 of them in digital media. In additional to media relations for key 

products he is responsible for Boehringer Ingelheim's social media strategy. 

John has been with Boehringer Ingelheim for over six years, primarily in the 

United Kingdom, working within the Communications department. He has 

extensive knowledge of emarketing and in 2008 won the Pharmaceutical 

Marketing Society award for Best Interactive Digital Campaign 2008, for a 

multiwave e-marketing project with doctors.net.UK. 
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Next Steps for New Skills and New Insights 

If you aren't already using Twitter, try the following things to 

expand your understanding of micro-blogging and its potential for 

health communications. 

 

1) Start 

 Go to Twitter.com and sign up for a new account  

 If you can’t quite get the hang of it, read the Twitter help 

forums at http://help.twitter.com/forums 

2) Connect 

 Use the search function to search for "#hcsm" (without the 

quotes) to see what your peers are talking about using the 

Healthcare for Social Media hashtag  

 Use the search function to search for "#hcmktg" (without 

the quotes) to see what your peers are talking about using 

the Healthcare Marketing hashtag  

 "Follow" people who are saying interesting things related to 

health marketing; for starters you could try:  

o @epatientdave—Dave deBronkart, patient 

empowerment advocate 

o @jonmrich—Jonathan Richman, author, Dose of 

Digital blog  

o @danalewis—Dana Lewis, founder and moderator of 

the #HCSM group  

o @edbennett—Ed Bennett, hospital marketer 

extraordinaire 

o @shwen—Shwen Gwee, founder of Social Pharmer  

o @drval—Val Jones, MD, CEO of Better Health 

http://help.twitter.com/
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o @mindofandre—Andre Blackman, public health 

strategist 

o @chrisboyer—Chris Boyer, hospital marketing expert 

o @janicemccallum—Janice McCallum, digital 

publishing expert 

o @swoodruff—Steve Woodruff, social media and 

training expert for pharma 

o @sixuntilme—Kerri Morrone Sparling, diabetes 

blogger 

o @susannahfox—Susannah Fox, Pew Internet 

researcher 

o @jensmccabe—Jen McCabe, CEO Contagion Health 

o @skypen—Fabio Gratton, Co-founder Ignite Health 

o @boltyboy—Matthew Holt, Co-founder Health 2.0 

o and (of course) @kevinkruse (that’s me) 

3) Listen 

 Use the search function to see what people are saying about 

your organization or product 

 Use the search function to see what people are saying about 

your competition  

 Use the search function to see what people are saying about 

different diseases or therapeutic areas or health products 

you might be interested  in (e.g., diabetes, cholesterol, 

cancer screening, H1N1, quit smoking, Prevacid®, Crestor® 

local hospitals, etc.) 

4) Follow 

 As you continue to listen, remember to "follow" people who 

are relevant and of interest  
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 A good way to find people worth following is to see who 

others are following; you can review who they follow 

manually, or if they maintain a "list" you can just follow the 

entire list 

 Make sure to see if key people are using Twitter that you 

could follow (e.g., competitors, key customers, industry 

gurus, opinion leaders, editors of magazines you read)  

 Search on the diseases or health conditions you are 

interested in; follow some of the patients or caregivers who 

are leading conversations and working with hashtags 

related to your topic 

5) Tweet 

 If you are using a personal account, you can tweet about 

what you're doing, what you're reading, what you're working 

on, etc.  

 If you have set up an account to reach e-patients, you can 

tweet health tips, related news, links to resources, or even 

information about your product or organization  

 Remember Twitter is more than a broadcast platform; build 

relationships with others by re-tweeting (using "RT" 

preface) valuable information, replying to someone's tweet, 

or even asking someone a specific question in a direct 

message 

6) Expand 

 After you master the basics of Twitter, you'll probably want 

to download an application like TweetDeck or Seesmic 

which will enable you to follow different hashtags (i.e., 

topics or conversations) in different columns  

 Download a mobile Twitter application like Tweetie so you 

can send tweets conveniently from the road 
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7) Think 

 When you searched on your therapeutic area or other 

related words, how many people were tweeting about it in 

the previous 24 hours? Do you have a large potential 

audience on Twitter or a small one? How active and 

engaged are they? 

 What types of tweets do you think your followers would find 

most valuable?  

 If you are sending tweets with links to your website, check 

your web analytics to see how many people are clicking 

over. How does this click-through rate compare with your 

other online marketing efforts?  

 How might your Twitter activity align with your other 

online marketing tactics? How can they support each other?  

 How can you create a schedule of tweets that align with your 

existing communication calendar? 

Just remember that there are hundreds of health marketers 

already connecting with e-patients on Twitter. Our community is 

waiting to welcome you. Good luck! 
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