tti-121014audio


Session Date: 12/10/2014
Cyberseminar Transcript
Series: Timely Topics of Interest

Session: Social Media: A Press Release Is Not Enough

Presenter: Austin Frakt

This is an unedited transcript of this session. As such, it may contain omissions or errors due to sound quality or misinterpretation. For clarification or verification of any points in the transcript, please refer to the audio version posted at www.hsrd.research.va.gov/cyberseminars/catalog-archive.cfm or contact: austin.frakt@va.gov
Unidentified female:  We are going to the skit started now; so I would like to introduce our speaker today. We are pleased to have Dr. Austin Fratt presenting for us. He’s a health economist for the Health Care Finance and Economics Office here at the VA Boston Healthcare System. He’s also an Associate Professor in both the schools of public health and the school of medicine at Boston University; so I’d very much like to thank Austin for presenting for us and are you ready to share your screen?
Dr. Austin Fratt:  Yes.

Unidentified female:  All right, you should see the pop up box now. Excellent we’re good to go. Thank you. 

Dr. Austin Fratt:  Okay well thank you and you can hear me all right?

Unidentified female:  Yep, coming through loud and clear. 

Dr. Austin Fratt:  Okay so this presentation is about how you and the research community in general can help in the dissemination translation issue to better disseminate the work that we do and I’m going to jump right into it. So this is what I’m going to go through today. I’m going to talk about whether our community has a communication problem and spoiler alert, we do. The answer is yes; otherwise it would be a very short presentation. Then I’ll talk about what we can do about it and then you might ask do my crazy ideas really work so I’ll try to show you some evidence that they are helpful. And then I’ll talk about whether what I present is right for you because it’s not going to be right for everyone and I’ll tell you how to get started. 
Okay so this is the first part of the talk. So many of you probably have noticed that it’s kind of hard to sell ideas that are buried in journals and so we need to do something to kind of bring those ideas out and make them more accessible and available to everyone and we’re not very good at this apparently. So this is a study -- actually it was published several years ago and I don’t have that date handy. And this is a chart that shows one of the key results from a study and it shows that out of all the journal articles in health care and this is -- I think this is both medical journals and health services research and health economics; so it’s healthcare quite broadly. But out of all those articles only a tiny sliver ever reported on in the media in any way. And that’s that little blue sliver that you might barely be able to see and it’s actually a .04% of the total of all those articles are reported so it’s about one in 2,500. 
Now you’re probably thinking and I’m certainly thinking not all journal articles should be reported in the newspaper or by the media in some way, you know and that’s true. Some of them maybe they don’t advance the science very much, some of them maybe -- frankly may be not the best quality that does happen. And then a lot of them that are fine are actually just for us. They’re about methodology, they’re about really detailed data things and just they’re really not for a general audience and that’s fine too. But I think that my point of view is that vastly more than .04% are of relevance to other people and to policy and I think this is some evidence that we could do a better job in getting that percentage up at least a little bit. 

And I should say I think this is important for a couple reasons. One what most of us are doing is trying to improve the health system and we think what we do has policy relevance but it’s not going to do any of those things if it just stays buried in a journal. So it’s important to do better for that reason and then there’s sort of a cynical reason but I think it’s a real one nonetheless which is that this is actually important for our jobs. Taxpayers need to understand why they should fund health services research and health economics and the things that we do and if we don’t do a better job of communicating why this is of value that’s going to be a harder case to make. So we should kind of act according to our wallets here a little bit and just promote our best work a little bit better than we do. 

So this is a graphic -- I’m going to take you through that kind of illustrates how we tend to promote our work or how our work gets promoted and why that doesn’t work so well. So this is a timeline and what you’re seeing are colored boxes but they represent sort of abstractly different research products and publications; so you can think of each color here as like a journal article that’s coming out and in sequence over time. So like the first one on the left it’s slightly grayish blue. Just imagine that’s some journal article, just say it’s on Medicaid access or something, and then the yellow one comes out the next day and it’s on Medicare Advantage payment rates and then this orange one comes out, it’s about Sovaldi and Hepatitis C and then maybe the blue one is wellness programs or something -- it doesn’t matter. But there’s a sequence of journal articles and they just come out over time and the time at which they come out you know as well as I, really random. You know we do the research when we get funded to do it and how long it takes there’s a lot of randomness in that. Then we submit -- we write a paper, we submit it, there’s a heap of randomness in about when that ever gets reviewed and accepted and then finally it’s out and end to end we’re talking from when you submitted that first grant proposal to when this paper comes out. I mean three, four, five years is not unusual and the precise day, week, month I mean it is really random. 

So let’s contrast that with issues as they come up, health policy issues as they come up in the public debate. This is the same set of colors, so it’s the same set of issues that those papers were about. But they’re in different order. You know Medicaid access is not being discussed at the same time that great paper on it came out nor Medicare Advantage Payment rates or all the others. They’re discussed at different times and what we tend to do is when each of our papers come out or we don’t do this but our institutions and our journal -- the journals do this.  They release a press release at the time it comes out. Well you can see from this graphic here that releasing the press release while of some value, isn’t really hitting the issue kind of in stride, sort of when it’s in the public discourse and so it doesn’t tend to be as interesting and gripping as it might. 
So what I’m proposing we need to do is when the issue comes up we have to think back to that great paper three, five, maybe even 10 years ago or the body of work and resurrect it and bring it forward in time and say “Hey now you’re getting around to this Congress or my local legislature or you know administrators or whatever, now that you’re getting around to this I know something that could be of value and I want to get that in front of you”. And that’s the right time, that’s when they’re going to care and that’s when journalists are going to care. Because they connect the research to the policy and tell the story that we need to have told. 

So now I’m going to do a pop quiz and this is based on a natural experiment and I’m going to ask you to give your answers in kind of a poll in a moment. So something happened on January 25, 2012 this is from my own research life. I posted on the Gemma Forum Blog, the blog that’s part of the Journal of American Medical Association a post about the State of the Union Address, which had just occurred the night before. And this post was about the health policy content that was in the speech or lack thereof and I posted the day -- or like I said the day after the State of the Union Address on the Gemma Forum. It turns out, and I didn’t plan this because it’s impossible, right? Publication is sort of random. The same day in the New England Journal of Medicine a perspectives piece published with Henry Aaron on Medicare Reform. And I promoted both of these pieces in the identical way. I promote many things which is I email some journalists about it, I did some posts on my blog about it and I tweeted about it. So -- oh and the other thing that’s in common with these both things, both happened in the same day, promoted the same way and both with a co-author with the name Aaron in the name. 
So really this is a great natural experiment to ask which one got more attention. And that’s the question for you. The poll question is which of these got more attention at that time? And now -- okay I’ll turn it over to Molly to do the poll.

Unidentified female:  Thank you yep, I’ve got the poll open. So for our attendees simply click the circle next to your answer. So do you think the blog post on Gemma Forum that bore more attention or the New England Journal of Medicine perspective on Medicare reform? And it looks like we’ve got a pretty responsive audience. So far three-quarters of our audience has responded and that number is continuing to go up; so we’ll give people a little more time. All right, it looks like we’ve leveled off at about 81% of our audience voting so I’m going to go ahead and close the poll and share the results. And it looks like we have a resounding 90% that believe the blog post got more attention and 10% think otherwise; so thank you to those respondents.  

Dr. Austin Fratt:  Okay so that’s pretty good, you guys who voted for the blog post are correct. I think there’s a lot of reasons why you would have gone that way. First of all this is a talk about social media including blogs and I’m a blogger. So I’m not going to put up a poll that kind of disparages blogs. But the real reason, the real point of this is that the blog posts -- sorry, Molly I’m getting a lot of background noise. Okay there we go.

The real reason I want to talk about that got more attention is that as I said a moment ago it was sort of right in stride with what journalists and other people were thinking about what they wanted to talk about. The state of the union address had just occurred. Everybody was talking about it. They weren’t talking about Medicare reform, that’s not the same Medicare reform isn’t important, it’s not to say they didn’t talk about it the next day or the next week. They did, but right at that moment that was the right time for peace about the State of the Union. If you had anything to say about health policy that you could relate to that or health research that you could relate to that, that was the time to talk about it and that’s why it got the attention it did. 
And I am trying to advance my slides. 

Unidentified female:  You should just be able to click right back on the power point and then go from there.

Dr. Austin Fratt:  There we go, okay. Oh yeah, that’s right this is the next slide. Okay so this is a slightly busy graphic and I’m not really going to go through the whole thing but I want to draw your attention to a couple things. So this is kind of a hierarchy of -- or not even a hierarchy but a chain of how we might disseminate information and unfortunately I put us at the academics at the bottom. Or I didn’t but my colleague Bill Gardner who made this did. So academics are at the bottom, you know, okay fine. We’re not really bottom feeders but that’s where we are here. And the decision makers, the people who are actually crafting policy that we’d like to influence they’re way up at the time and there’s a lot of layers in between. And I think when we think about doing policy relevant work and making it -- having an impact we often think about this -- what I think is an enormous problem of getting our work way down below, all the way up to the top and I think that’s way too ambitious and unrealistic. And I think it causes many of us to think this is just impossible, I’m not going to get you know a senator to pay attention to me, the President is not going to pay attention to me, even my governor is not going to pay attention to me, they don’t care about this. Well so I’m not going to do anything. 
Well I think we can break the problem down and do something that’s still constructive but is a lot more achievable and that is if we merely think “Okay let’s try to advance what we do one rung up the ladder, at least get it to the attention of journalists and other policy intellectuals who write to a broader audience or speak to a broader audience and if we do that enough over time the ideas will start to filter out. So I think that’s a way to get started and I think that’s a reasonable ambition to have. Yes I should have circled this earlier. So that’s the focus and I’ll actually come back to that in a few slides or so. 

So okay, so I -- I hopefully convince you that there’s a problem and then I want to tell you what we can do about it. Okay so this is a slightly disparaging commentary about the news and I think we all sometimes feel that the news whether it’s on TV or in a paper or online is kind of filled with a lot of fluff and you know what’s called click bait type things that get people riled up and to pay attention but aren’t really what we think should be real hard news and certainly now our own studies, right? We want to see those things and they’re just not there. And this again causes us to kind of dismiss the media and think “I don’t want to be involved with that, it’s just a bunch of cat videos and nonsense” and I think we need to be a little more forgiving of the media and I’ll get into why. So let’s think about what journalists want to do their job. They want information that’s timely and relevant which I’ve already spoken about. They want it to be readily sharable and I’ll get into more about what these things are and they want resources when they have questions. They want to be able to turn to someone who they view as knowledgeable, credible and accessible. They certainly want anything that saves them time. I mean they are trying to do as much as they can in as little time just like the rest of us. And the better we are able to feed it to them and in a way they can digest quickly, the easier it will be for them and more successful we’ll be. And I think we can reflect on our own work and lives about this.
I’ll just tell a little story, this is a little bit of grantsmanship for those of you who submit grants. I do sit on the SMRB (ph) at the VA and I do merit review, grant reviews and I get to read a lot of grants. So I get to learn what sort of some of the tricks of how packaging the same material in different ways makes it easier for me to do that job and I noticed over time that I found it a little easier to read grants that kind of followed the structure of the review I was doing. So they just made it very explicit you know what the significance was what the size of the population was and so forth in a way that I wasn’t doing in my own -- in my own grant proposals. And I said “Well this is great, this makes -- this is a way of thinking this thing”. What is the job that that person has to do the grant reviewer or in this case the journalist and how can I make their job easier so I get what I want? So I get the grant, so I get my paper in the -- in the newspaper so that you know it can propagate up that ladder? 

And then this last bullet point is really crucial and it’s what explains why we see a lot of frankly kind of nonsense and media these days. They’re trying to sustain a business model that’s really hard to sustain and it’s driven by clicks or add revenue online increasingly and it’s just really hard so I hate it -- I hate that it’s that way. I think a lot of journalists hate it to. But unfortunately we kind of as a society have been unwilling to pay for the kind of media that maybe you and I think would be better in general. And so this is what -- this is where things are right now. 
So let’s go through some of the things that journalists don’t want if you’re trying to communicate your work to them. They really generally are not going to be interested in the methods as important as they are. I’m not saying these aren’t important but they’re not going to care. They’re not going to be able to handle too much nuance. They’re going to want the bottom line and like a tweet in a sentence or two “What are you saying”? Probably what you find most interesting in the work is not what they’re going to find most interesting. They really -- they know what they want and they’re not going to want to listen to a whole paragraph or two of you talking and to get there they want reams of information and they certainly don’t want it all at once. They kind of want to be -- they want the bottom line and then as they’ll ask for more when they need it. 

So we’re all very good at providing these things. We’re good at talking about methods and nuance and all the little interesting details and the weeds and the trees and giving huge long massive papers when what they want is a couple sentences. And so what we’re good at is sort of what’s instinctive to us is rarely helpful to a journalist and so it takes some work to kind of retrain our means of communication to reach them in the easiest way. 

So how do we do this? This is actually kind of a blow up of the rungs of the ladder that I showed before academics were at the bottom and policy makers were way up top? This is just like the bottom two rungs where I said let’s just try to think about communicating our work just to journalist and policy experts that are just sort of one level up in a sense.
And so the bottom rung, that’s us, we tend to know what’s known and knowable in some research space. We don’t always know what’s relevant right now or how to communicate it because that’s not what we do. We don’t all pay attention to every little detail of health policy news all the time. But journalists and policy experts they really do know. They know what they want to write and talk about, they know what’s kind of hot and interesting but they rarely know what research is relevant or what it says. So we have to -- this is the gap we have to traverse and you know we -- as I said before the faster we’re able to do that sort of in time, more accessible, knowledgeable, relevant, credible we are the better we’ll be at it and I think developing personal relationships is also a key factor that’s -- and that happens over time as one does more of this. 

So how do we bridge this gap? Well there are traditional methods you know academics and subject matter experts, they write columns, they call people they know, they send emails, they go to meetings that’s all fine. All those methods you know still work when they occur. But there’s new methods now that have lower barriers to entry and lower marginal costs. You know they’re much easier to do when you’re just getting started. You don’t -- if you don’t really know who to call or you don’t have that kind of access you know as your client is not going to take your call but if you can start to use social media twitter, blogs and get some things in front of some people in that way. It can start to trickle up and I’m not saying it happens immediately, of course it doesn’t. But it takes time and work but these are much easier steps that we can take then thinking “What I have to do is put in 20 years in this field and publish a massive body of work and become known as an expert and then maybe I’ll have that great call where I explain to the world how to solve the health policy problems”, you know? You don’t have to wait. You can start doing these things now. And you can do all these. You can use the traditional methods and the newer methods provided you apply the appropriate style for each medium. 

So I’m going to give you some examples using the newer methods. So here’s one example focused on Penn State’s Wellness Program so back in -- when was this, 2013? Yes, September 2013 Penn State initiated a wellness program that was rather controversial among its employees and it was felt to be onerous and intrusive and you know punitive by them. And some colleagues of mine at Penn State, health economists Dennis Scanlon and Dennis Shea you may know them, they wrote it’s really nice white paper or working paper, it’s sort of in the background here, a picture of it in this image. And it laid out -- it laid out all the evidence or much of the evidence pertaining to wellness programs. And whether they work and what context and so forth? Completely coincidentally just a week or so before, or the same week I started blogging about Wellness Programs and this was a coincidence. Somebody asked me a question you know, “What are wellness programs, what do they do, do they work”? So I looked into it and I started blogging about it because I was interested and I didn’t know. 
And then I got an email from Dennis Scanlon, the date here is September 9 so this is all in early September and he says “Hey how you doing? Did you know Penn State is rolling a wellness program, it’s been all over the news” and then he sent me some links and he shared his white paper. And I -- when I looked at it I said, “This is great”. I didn’t actually know this was all over the news because I wasn’t paying attention to what was happening in Penn State, I can’t pay attention to everything. But I’m starting to get into this area so I can put these together. I’ve got now a body of evidence that he and his colleague have surveyed. I’ve got the policy interest going -- I can put these together and I did this with my colleague Aaron Carroll. We did a column on Bloomberg View. And it got a lot of attention because this was just the right time to do this. It’s not the only time but this was a particularly good time. 

I will say it turns out that not too long after Penn State suspended its wellness program and I’ve been told -- I’ve been advised that I should promote much more of a causal interpretation between my column and this suspension; they were just a few days apart. But I think this is underpowered and kind of a weak study design. So I’m not going to make a causal claim here and of course I shouldn’t. But it’s just a nice story and the thing actually to talk about here is that what make this work really wasn’t just that this was an issue going on. It was that we had the evidence. We had a body of research and t was already out there and Dennis and Dennis surveyed it, provided it to me and then I could put these two together. So that’s really the key here is that you need to have a base of evidence and then bring it into you know bring if forward at the right time and then disseminate it in a new way. You know just circulating the white paper for example, that wouldn’t get any further then academics. Maybe a few journalists but putting together a nice column at a prominent place that really -- that really makes a difference.
Here’s another sort of case study example and this kind of puts together sort of a hierarchy of dissemination methods and the base as I said is the research literature. So this is on contraception’s cost effectiveness and there’s a bunch of literature on how cost effective contraception is; it turns out its very cost effective. And this -- I surveyed that literature with a research assistant and he wrote a very nice lit review based on that and that appeared on my own blog. So that was one distillation of the body of work making it somewhat more accessible -- maybe not as accessible as it could be but certainly much easier than reading a dozen or so papers that he surveyed. And then I wrote a column for the upshot at the New York Times based on his literature review, which is based on the literature. So this is sort of another level of dissuasion and it had less of the detail, research detail, more of the policy but you know it’s a repackaging and it takes work but it communicates the information in a different way to a different audience. And then the top sort of with the least information but sort of the easiest way to disseminate it these are some of the tweets that were done about it by a colleague Adrianna McIntyre and there are others. 
So that’s a way of putting together kind of this hierarchy of dissemination approaches. What we tend to do is just the research -- we write research papers that’s part of our job. But there’s a lot of other things we can and should be doing, not al of us but some of us to promote that work. 

And this is just to point out if you’re not on twitter I do recommend trying it. It’s not what people think, it’s not tweets about what people ate for breakfast and it’s not just 140 characters really. Yes strictly speaking part of the tweet is only 140 characters but you can include links as this one does from Jonathon Cohn. You can include images, here’s a nice map and here’s some other examples you can include -- I mean you can take screen shots of anything and drop it in. And you can disseminate -- you can take paragraphs and highlight them. This is done and it’s really effective to get people’s attention. I mean people on twitter, but journalists are on twitter, so are policy experts, so are members of Congress and so forth. So it is quite effective and I recommend giving it a try. 

Okay so I told you about some methods, what we can do. Okay do my crazy ideas work? I probably would have stopped talking about them long ago if I didn’t think so. You know is all this just pointless incessant barking, I don’t think so. Here’s a couple of examples and I can give you -- I can tell you stories from my own experience. Here’s an example and this is put together by a couple of researchers at the World Bank actually and they looked at -- and they got this data download data from wherever this particular paper. This is a chart about a particular paper and how much -- how many times it was downloaded and viewed and they got this downloaded and view data and they put it over time here and there’s a huge spike sometime in I don’t know, spring of 2008 or so. And that’s when the freakonomics blog, huge blog, talked about it. So you know it’s not so surprising. Freakonomics is a huge blog. They mentioned this paper and the paper gets a lot of attention. So it’s what you’d expect but it’s just to point out that you can drive people to research papers with blogs and other social media.
Here’s another example kind of from my own experience. This is TIE is the [Indiscernible 00:28:17] economist which is my blog. We have a relationship with Academy Health which I assume most of you know about but not the relationship but the organization. We write on their blog Aaron and I each twice a month, so about one a week on average. And they were kind enough to share their traffic data over 108 days; this is back in about May to August of 2012. And over that time these are spikes of traffic with the arrows or emanating from the dates and names from our posts that we provided there. And over that time they got 8,000 visits and during a similar prior period when we weren’t blogging for them they got 1,400 visits. So again through blogging you can drive traffic and if you -- so if you blog about the right thing at the right time in the right way and point to the right stuff you can drive traffic to that and that can all be used to provide attention to our work. 

How am I doing on time? About half way I think. Okay.

So is it right for you? And I think this is not an easy question I think not everybody is going to want to do -- to write on blogs and tweet and so forth. Not everybody should do it, not everybody has the skills. Some people have better -- be a better use of their time because of what they want to do, but what they’re good at to do other things. But there are a few people I think, probably a few more than are doing it for whom this is a really good activity for them and for the community. And I think they and the community can benefit from it. 
So this is all about me or you. So blogging and tweeting and trying to sort of -- sorry I’m adjusting my headset bear with me. Okay I’m back.

What’s in it for you, why should you do this? Well some things to think about. It can be career enhancing getting as you develop a following and do it a lot getting the recognition for it can help you make connections. It can lead to job opportunities, not that I think any of you in the VA should leave the VA; you should stay right where you are. You’re all doing great. But it is true job opportunities can come up but other opportunities, opportunities that are -- that don’t mean leaving the VA. But just other opportunities to collaborate and to do things that are career enhancing. I think at this point probably a third of my resume I can directly track back to blogging and/or relationships I’ve developed through that. That to me is amazing and I didn’t expect it but it is true. 

If you write regularly your writing will get better or you’ll get better at it. It won’t -- the first some number of posts you try to do they’re going to take hours each one, it will be agonizing. You do it every day it comes down to tens of minutes, in some cases minutes if you’re doing really quick stuff you can just put up a quote and a link, I do that and it takes very little time. To -- in my opinion tweeting and trying to do it well is actually good for your writing and good for your thinking. It really forces you to be concise and to try to package the key point, the policy relevant point in a way that’s going to interest people enough to click through, still be accurate enough -- obviously you can’t include all the nuances and be accessible and so forth. There’s some people who do this really well. I mean I actually pointed to some of them earlier in those examples that we’re including charts and so forth. And there’s some people who just don’t do it well. They’re just not wired for it, but if you really work at it and kind of sort of think about when you see a good tweet and what makes that work? Why -- could I -- is there something there I could emulate? I think you’re writing can get better. I think I’ve experienced that. 
By doing this regularly trying to blog about policy relevant stuff it expands your scope of knowledge and influence. What I mean by this is well the wellness program is a really good example. I didn’t know anything about that literature and someone asked me a question and I didn’t have anything else I wanted to write about; so I dug into it. Now I know a great deal about that area and I can write with -- from a point of view of expertise about it that I wouldn’t have known before. And you could say “Well you can do all that without writing” and without writing publically and that’s true. I could have just decided and you could just decide “I’m going to go read about wellness programs”. But the process of writing for a public audience imposes a lot of discipline. You’re going to really care about getting it right or more right then you would otherwise. You’re going to care about nuances. I can’t tell you how many times that I read a paper and I think “Oh I’ll write a post about this, it’ll be easy; I know what this paper is about”. And I sit down to write the post and I think “Ha, you know I don’t remember what the age criteria was for this sample. I better look at that. Oh my gosh it was Medicare, or it was elderly and they didn’t use Medicare data, they only used VA data or something”. Well that’s kind of a limitation; I guess I should know about that. Keep writing. Oh gee, I’m not really sure about the -- they mentioned some context in their state that was relevant policy and you think “I don’t remember what that was”. I go back to the paper and look at it and then I write -- so my point is if you’re just reading the paper thinking “I’m kind of getting what this is about; I sort of know this now”. You don’t really until you write about it. 
When you write about it and try to communicate it to someone else that’s when you realize “there’s some details here I don’t know and they have to go back to the paper to make sure I write it properly and the process of doing that, that’s when you know about it. That’s when you really know it more fully. 
Okay another great resource -- another great benefit of doing this is you can crowd source questions as you develop a network you can do this on your blog and I have many times and it’s improved my research tremendously. You don’t -- you’re just having trouble tracking something down or you heard about something but you’re not sure where it is. If any of you are following my blog right now you know I’m hot on the trail of an issue about a CMS withholding some research data, some Medicare/Medicaid research data. There’s a lot of questions about that and I’m trying to get people who know more than I do to bring them to my attention for the benefit of the community. It’s working and it’s worked before. And you can do this on twitter as well and I would say I have at least the equivalent of a very good RA, maybe more just through that network. It’s just amazing what I can get from that and it’s a benefit that you might receive as well. 

Okay so that’s a lot of good stuff. There’s got to be some bad stuff, right? So what are you getting yourself into? Well it’s -- the stuff takes time even if each post gets faster and faster you know it’s not just the post, it’s sort of spending the time thinking about it. If you’re successful and if you enjoy it that can distract from other things, that can be good and bad. But you know it’s not my day job and it probably won’t be yours, it’s not going to pay the bills. So you got to make sure you do everything else you have to do and not be too distracted. And attention can be addictive if that -- if you have sort of that personality; that’s not why I do it but you know there’s times when it can sort of be a distraction. It can be a lot of usually unpaid work, sometimes you can get paid to do it and if you’re writing columns not on your own blog probably but elsewhere you’ll get paid and that’s nice. It’s hard to be nuanced in these other media more than, not as nuanced as a paper for sure. And so misunderstandings can arise, it can be uncomfortable. I put that as a bad but I think that’s kind of a -- that’s sort of just the way it is and its okay I think really in the long run. It’s an opportunity to explain more you know, provided you’re not making a big mistake I guess it’s bad to the extent that it might frustrate you. So it’s just a consideration; if you’re really not comfortable with that, it’s not for you.
Okay what could go really, really wrong? That’s possible. It’s possible to make a really big mistake if you’re not careful or you blog in a certain way or you’re doing it for the wrong reasons like as opposed to trying to disseminate evidence you’re really trying to get a lot of attention or you’re really trying to convince the world of your point of view or your ideology. I think that leads people to make mistakes, to be sloppy because you know they’re not focused on the evidence, which is what I would recommend and it’s what I do. I think when you get more attention and more eyeballs on you and when people quote you elsewhere on bigger platforms that’s kind of leveraging your voice, right? It’s leveraging it up so when you make a mistake it can be pretty devastating. There’s a really good example in the news of that right now. It wasn’t on a blog, it was on a video or two or three John Gruber said some things. And boy that got leveraged up and was very unpleasant for him and difficult for -- from proponents of the affordable care act and the administration and so forth. So these things can happen once you’re aware of the possibility.

You might irritate the wrong people. Say something they don’t like -- I’m going to say here that could probably be ugly.  It’s never really happened to me. I’ve occasionally had some misunderstandings. I’m going to make the case that this can sometimes be okay. It’s not always bad. Sometimes when you get someone a little annoyed it’s actually an opportunity to -- for one of the other of you to learn a little bit or at least form a relationship. Sometimes I’ll write something and someone will come back to me and say “You know I was a little unhappy with what you wrote there because you didn’t consider XYZ” or “You characterized such and such this way and that’s kind of a loaded term, maybe you’re not aware” they don’t always say it as nicely. But they’re coming back to me with some critique is really the heart of it. 
And very often they have a perfectly reasonable point of view and I’ll think about it and “Well you know you’re right I wasn’t aware of that or I didn’t know you would take it that way” or “Yeah you’re right, that’s a little ambiguous, I’m going to make a change, I will edit it and credit you if you like or I’ll put up that post. You brought some new information to my attention and so forth” and I develop a communication and very often we become I don’t know -- it’s not like we’re holding hands walking along into the sunset. But we become sort of -- we can have collegial emails. You know we’re no longer adversaries -- I kind of brought that person in and I have made actually some pretty good contacts that way. So I’m not suggesting this is a good strategy to try to irritate people but what I’m saying is when things don’t go quite right you can really recovery from it. And it’s not always evidenced that you know “This is a horrible thing and I should never stick my neck out at all”. You just have to handle it in the right way. 

Okay what else -- your institution might not be supportive -- well I’ll just leave it at that. It needs to work for where you are. And politics is everywhere, especially in health policy these days so it is possible to be kind of branded as left of center, right of center, you know, flaming liberal, whatever. You know and so forth and that might be uncomfortable you might not like how one side or the other uses what you produce. Again not much you can do about that. I think my advice here again as before is stick to the evidence. I mean if you have solid studies behind what you’re saying granted there may be other studies that say other things, you can acknowledge that. But if you’re evidence based there’s only really so far someone can go. You can always say “Look I’m talking about the evidence. I’m not talking about you know what I think you know, the president should do in this situation necessarily but the evidence suggests that this is done, this is what might happen.
So I mean it’s sort of a safer way to disseminate. How can you get started and I promise I’m getting close to finishing here and hopefully you like my blog even if you don’t like what I’m saying. Okay so if you decide to do this blog, don’t just blog about your own work. I recommend you think of it what you’re doing as a service for the community or as an educational resource and blog about what your colleagues and other people in your field do because I think that adds a lot of credibility. The problem with blogging just about what you do or what your organization does is that I think when people read it they don’t know “Are you really bringing me something of value or are you bringing me something just because it benefits you”? And you want to be seen or I’m encouraging you if you do this to be seen as someone who is credible about a body of work from our community or health services research community and you’re promoting all of that you know to the extent that you think it’s good and valuable work.
If you want what you do to grow you’re going to have to market it. Pay attention to the link, economy link. Economy -- I mean how people link to different blogs, how and when and what they’re reading and you can do this just by reading other people very closely and just to see what their sources are. I could tell you a story about this -- I’ll save it if someone is interested but I think what I’m encouraging you here to do is to really invest in sort of the blogosphere and twittersphere and pay close attention. This is where you want to live, this is where you want to be, you want to be successful you’re going to have to really watch what other people do and try to think creatively about ways to kind of get a toe in there.

Yeah and pay attention to what other people you -- what other people want, what they’re doing .So a classic example here is Adrianna McIntyre who is now my blog what we call managing editor, she’s a contributor, she’s a student at the University of Michigan. Fantastically talented, excellent and she noticed a few years ago that I was blogging in a certain area and asking some questions and she brought me the answers and she did it in a very -- she wrote it very well on her own blog and in an email and this was impressive and got my attention. And that’s how she got an internship with us and now you know, is on the blog and she ended up working at Fox and she’s getting her degrees this year. Point being that all came from her noticing what it is I was interested in and then kind of providing a service; and that’s something I do for other sort of bigger journalists and bloggers. I notice what they’re interested in or I can anticipate it in some way and to the extent that I have time and interest I try to fill that with evidence about -- from our field.

And market through email. This is where the three sentence rule comes in. When you send email to a journalist and this is whether you blog or not but if you’re trying to send something to a journalist do it in three sentences and then have you know, the details are here with a link or in the attached or happy to talk more. But I can tell you as someone who is now viewed as part of the media by some organizations the stuff PR firms and others send out is generally just -- it wants, you would want to screen. It’s a wall of text, they’re trying to explain everything, they don’t get to the point. I am telling you, you can get someone’s attention in three sentences, sometimes two, sometimes one which is basically a tweet. And it’s worth doing the work to craft your message down to that short -- an email and it’s just an introduction. So don’t think you got to get everything in there because you won’t. But if you write more than that they’re not going to read it. Okay so if you do this the only way it’s going to work for you is if -- you have to love to write. If you don’t love to write don’t -- just don’t bother because this is what it’s all about. 

Getting started. You can get started -- getting started in this area you can just use Twitter, that could be all you do but you could comment on blogs, you can send emails, the three sentence rule, make yourself useful as I said kind of if you see a need try to fill it. You can do this without blogging; you can write emails, you can send papers and so forth with the three sentences. And you can be an evangelist for sources of value; so if you see something value, you know see a good paper, see a nice blog post then you see a journalist talking about an area where they don’t seem to be aware of this or this would be valuable to them you should bring that to their attention somehow, and you can do it on Twitter too, you can do it on email. 
Okay final words to -- for the benefit of the community and yourself for this translation and dissemination problem that I said we had at the beginning I would like to see more of us be more active in promoting what we do, try to be more relevant to what’s happening right now and the policy discussion and get involved and to be a resource. And I’ll leave you for a few minutes with this.

Unidentified female:  Thank you so much Austin. For those of you that joined us after the top of the hour if you want to submit a question before we get into the Q&A you can do so using the go to webinar control panel on the right hand side of your screen. Just pick the plus sign next to the word questions and that will expand the section where you can write in any questions or comments you have. And we do have some good ones pending. 

I feel like I already have the answer to this question but can you please address issues around timing of “Informal promotion” blogs, tweets, etc. and aiming for high impact journal publication. 
Dr. Austin Fratt:  Okay I think this question is about kind of how to view balance doing your research publication job well and doing -- and taking time away from that to do tweeting and blogging. Hopefully I understand that question right. So how do you balance these two? Well on the one hand they’re not necessarily in conflict, right? As I said before I think now like a third of my resume and I’m talking like 10 to 12 publications have come out of blogging/tweeting and the relationships I develop.  So and there’s more to come; so now granted that’s because I’ve been particularly successful at it and I think yes it would be possible for someone who doesn’t achieve a certain level of success to spend a lot of time and it might take away from their work. I think you have to make that judgment for yourself. You have to decide at what point in the day or usually evenings or weekend; you’re going to devote a little time to disseminating something and you know have you done enough of your other work in that day to keep that going adequately that you can devote to this. I will say that the reason I started doing this was because I thought I had to; I just have a need to express myself in writing, not verbally. Actually this is hard for me, but in writing. And I found it very gratifying and I don’t think I -- I may have missed the point that when you develop a body of work in a blog as I have it becomes a searchable resource.  And so now I’m finding as I can’t remember things more and more as I get older, I’ve blogged about them. Well I can go back and pull from those and make my papers better from them because they’re referencing literature that’s valuable; so I think these things can go together. 

Unidentified female:  Thank you for that response. The question submitter wanted to add in it’s not so much about -- not balance so much as what editors will be demanding or [Indiscernible 00:50:33] 

Dr. Austin Fratt:  [Indiscernible 00:50:38] in that too because the word embargo is about a paper that’s coming out that you know in advance. I mean you can’t break an embargo so that’s just going to get you blacklisted. So let me just discount that and don’t do that. But if you’re talking about maybe how you’re perceived by editors and peers for doing this kind of work then I just point to my own example. I mean I think it’s only been good for me and I mean I’ll have to leave it at that. I can’t quite infer everything I think about the questioner getting out.

Unidentified female:  No problem. The next three questions are all along the same lines but I’ll kind of read through them one at a time.  So the first one, doesn’t the VA have restrictions about public dissemination of VA research information on websites, etc?

Dr. Austin Fratt:  That’s a great question. So I have a personal rule, I don’t talk about the VA in my work with one exception. If it is published research in a journal and especially if it’s my own research I will blog about it. Now as I said I am only blogging about the evidence. I don’t make any VA related policy statements at all ever; I think that would be a very bad idea for anyone who works for this organization. This is what I was getting at when I said well I didn’t quite say this but I will not say that the VA has not been supportive. I’d say the VA has left me alone to do what I do. I think they’re very happy to have people in the VA become resources and valuable ambassadors for what the VA does and for our published research. They do not want and do not need any of us talking about VA policy and making policy recommendations; so I don’t do that. 

Unidentified female:  Thank you, as I mentioned these are all kind of along the same lines but I’ll let you take a stab at them if it’s still relevant. As a VA federal government employees we need to make disclaimers that the ideas and opinions are our own and not representative of the federal government. At the same time the federal government owns our ideas and intellectual property; what kind of disclosure would you recommend making on our personal, social medical platforms or blogs to address these conflicting principles?

Dr. Austin Fratt:  So the advice I’ve been given and it hasn’t been necessarily all formal advice. But it’s been formal but I’ve talked to many people you know, sort of up the VA chain and research chain is that you include your VA affiliation and include it first and everything you do and also disclaimer as you would on any journal publication. And that appears somewhere or linked to everything you write that is true in my case. And that’s how I handle it and it seems to be fine and if anyone suggests I -- anyone in VA hierarchy suggests I should do otherwise, I would. 

Unidentified female:  Thank you for that reply. The next question along the same lines, what do you recommend to VA federal government researchers who are censored by the local facilities public affairs officer, is censorship even allowed and do public affairs policies vary from VA to VA?

Dr. Austin Fratt:  I don’t have any experience with censorship; so I can’t speak to that. I’ve never -- no one has ever told me to not talk about something, to take something down. But that may be in part because I self censor, right? I don’t talk about VA policy as you may all remember not long ago there was something very controversial about the VA in the media. It was very hot, there is relevant research, I know the researchers, I work with some of them. I decided despite -- so I went beyond my own typical censorship even though I could have written about that research and it would have been clear that it was relevant to what was going on, I decided this is not a good idea. The VA does not need this, they do not need me, I haven’t been tapped to do it. I’m not talking about this issue. I think you have to be very sensitive to this and this is not just true if you’re in the VA; this is true anywhere. If you work for an organization you need to be aware of the sensitivities that an organization of your job in it and if your job is not to discuss policy or to get into political hot debate about the organization, don’t do it. You can talk about something else and I did. 

Unidentified female:  Thank you for that reply. It looks like we’ve got about four pending questions at this time. Is your work as a blogger part of your official VA or university position. I think you answered this already and are you sanctioned and are you a sanctioned VA blogger/tweeter/communicator, etc.
Dr. Austin Fratt:  No not sanctioned; I do this nights and weekends. If anything its sort of more in the spirit of academic -- I mean I do have an academic affiliation of an academic who writes columns, this is very common. And I -- at each stage of my progression in the moving to different platforms to do this I have discussed my doing so with people in the VA. I’ve received nothing but support but again you know there’s no officialness to it. It’s more go ahead and do that, that would be good. Provide -- make sure you affiliate yourself with the VA and use the disclaimer and you know just go about your business. 

Unidentified female:  Thank you. Do you think it would be helpful when getting started to set aside dedicated time to write for the public?

Dr. Austin Fratt:  I think each of us has to figure out the best way for us to work. So I tend to loosely set aside some dedicated time but it gets overwritten and shifted around and there was a period when it was frequently in the evenings. Then I felt that was a little bit hard and intrusive and now I tend to write in the mornings and on the weekends. So I mean I think you have to just fit it in when it works for you.

Unidentified female:  Thank you. What policies and guidance can you offer for government employee’s blogging as government employees or on government blogs not necessarily personal blogs like yours?

Dr. Austin Fratt:  Well I don’t have any direct experience with that. I would say just generically that blogging on an organizational website is more challenging from a perception point of view and this gets back to something I said earlier. I think -- I think there’s a tendency for some people when they see a post that’s sort of on a corporate or government website from an official of the government, sort of in their official capacity. I think there’s a question in their mind, could be a question in their mind why is this person -- there’s an additional possible motivation or a potential appearance of a motivation that the communication is not just about -- not just because what they’re saying is of value but because of the needs and interests of the organization. So a corporation that has a blog where officials or employees of the corporation write about the work of that firm, consulting firm or something. It can look a little promotional, right? It is promotional. That doesn’t mean the work is not good; it might be great work. It just raises this question. Now if you have your own blog, where it’s your own voice and over time with consistency people come to view what you have -- what you’re [Indiscernible 00:59:07] as valuable. I think it just doesn’t have that potential. I mean it’s just a little -- it’s a little bit removed right? So there’s an appearance that you’re freer to bring things to people’s attention just because they’re of value, not because there’s some possibly some hidden agenda. I’m not saying there is one I’m just saying there could be an appearance of one. 

Unidentified female:  Thank you for that reply. We do have two pending questions. What should employees of the VA and federal government think about when communicating with media about their own work or the work of others?

Dr. Austin Fratt:  Sorry I think I caught that question but I slightly blanked out because I should say I’m a big uncomfortable talking about any -- suggesting any ways of going about that interface with the VA, media policy. I’m not a VA blogger, it’s not my job. There is a media office, there are media people. I think I need to say that if you have any concerns about how to blog in a VA capacity you should bring those questions to VA media people. And if I said anything earlier that might be in conflict with what they might advise, I’m taking it all back. So I think I probably should have cut it off earlier. I don’t know how to be a VA blogger. I’m not a VA blogger. 

Unidentified female:  Very prudent. Not a problem at all; people have media officers just for this purpose.

Dr. Austin Fratt:  Correct so let’s avail ourselves of their expertise.

Unidentified female:  Yes, we do -- we are at the top of the hour but we do have two pending questions, are you able to stay on and answer those Austin or should we --
Dr. Austin Fratt:  Yes.

Unidentified female:  Okay great. If any of our attendees have to drop off at the top of the hour, when you do please note that a feedback survey is going to populate on your screen so please provide us with a little bit of feedback. We do review it and it helps us improve our program. The next question junior researchers can sometimes feel intimated with not enough years of experience about how they can speak for their organization if they’re just a blank. Yet these more junior staff might be more interested in using social media; how can they build their case to the more established and older staff members to promote not only social media but the journal staff engagement to build upon their own resumes and visibility?

Dr. Austin Fratt:  It sounds like -- I mean I’m not sure why anybody needs to convince you know anybody that they should be allowed to do this. You can do whatever you want to do you know on your own time, you know provided it’s not violating anything -- the organization prohibits it, that’s a different story. I don’t know if the questioner is asking about that. Any case I don’t have any experience trying to convince people of the value of this beyond what I put in this presentation. I did not have the experience of having to convince colleagues or supervisors that this is a value. Actually I started doing it anonymously and it was only after it got some attention that I mentioned it to a colleague and I think I’m very lucky because that colleague, really my supervisor actually. He said, “This could be very useful and very valuable and let me help you make it that way”. So he was actually very helpful in talking about ways to improve it. I learned a lot from him, I’ve learned a lot on my own since. Because I had that fortunate experience I don’t have an unfortunate experience to draw on to say how you can -- how you might get around it or help yourself.

Unidentified female:  Thank you. Austin while I do the next question can you advance to your contact information slide?

Dr. Austin Fratt:  Yeah, there we go.

Unidentified female:  Great thank you. Okay last question do you ever use or check alt metrics for your papers? Have you any opinions on social media versus traditional journal rankings when it comes to effective dissemination?

Dr. Austin Fratt:  Well I don’t pay a lot of attention to metrics other then there were many years, not anymore, when I paid attention to traffic, to my own blog. And to links -- I used to watch where the links came from. That was very valuable. But otherwise you know no, I’m not a metrics person. 

Unidentified female:  Thank you. Excellent. Well that is the final question. I do want to give you the opportunity to make any concluding comments if you’d like to. 

Dr. Austin Fratt:  No, I think I said it.

Unidentified female:  Excellent, well we really appreciate you lending your expertise to the field. This is a very timely and valuable topic and of course we appreciate our attendees for joining us. As I mentioned when you close out of today’s meeting there will be a feedback survey that pops up on your screen; so please take just a moment to answer those few questions as we do look at your responses carefully. So thanks again Austin and for everybody this does conclude today’s HSR&D cyber seminar. Thanks for joining us.

Dr. Austin Fratt:  Thanks.
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