
Using Social Media 
Effectively

Gemmae Fix, PhD Ryann Engle, MPH Ranak Trivedi, PhD

@GemmaeFix @RyannLEngle @ranaktrivedi

@VA_CHOIR @VA_CHOIR @Ci2iVA 

#HSRDSocialMedia

https://twitter.com/GemmaeFix
https://twitter.com/RyannLEngle
https://twitter.com/RyannLEngle
https://twitter.com/VA_CHOIR
https://twitter.com/VA_CHOIR
https://twitter.com/Ci2iVA


Cyber Seminar Series

https://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/cyberseminars/series.cfm

https://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/cyberseminars/series.cfm


Acknowledgments 

• The views expressed in this article are those of the authors and do 
not necessarily reflect the position or policy of the Department of 
Veterans Affairs or the United States government. 

• No conflicts of interest

• Fix is a VA HSR&D Career Development awardee at the Bedford VA 
(CDA 14-156). 



Presentation Goals

1. Increase familiarity with a range of social media based 

dissemination strategies

2. Understand why & how to effectively use Twitter

3. Learn strategies to avoid common pitfalls of social media

Ask us questions NOW on Twitter! 
#HSRDSocialMedia



Poll Question #1: Which of these social platforms 
do you use to LEARN about professional news? 
• Facebook

• Twitter

• VA Pulse

• Instagram

• Other (which) 
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Poll Question #2: Which of these social platforms 
do you use to DISSEMINATE your work?
• Facebook

• Twitter

• VA Pulse

• Instagram

• Other 
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Outline

• Dissemination along the Research Continuum

• Why Social Media?

• How to Effectively Use Commonly Used Social Media Tools
• Twitter
• Facebook
• Instagram
• VA Pulse

• Avoiding Common Pitfalls
• Ethics
• Diffused persona



Dissemination along the Research 
Continuum



CHOIR Veteran Engagement in Research (VERG) 
Dissemination Subcommittee
• Gemmae Fix & Ryann Engle; Martin Charns; Valerie Clark; Jason 

Smith; Amanda Solch; Kate Yeksigian

• Internal Report; Spring 2018

• Assess ways CHOIR currently disseminates research & identify 
opportunities for broader dissemination



Traditional Dissemination

• Academic Conferences & Journal Articles

• VA specific communications
• Home medical center
• VISN
• Operational Offices

• University invited presentations to academic community
• Grand Rounds

• End of research project



However, dissemination can be…

• Dynamic process 

• Occur across project life cycle 

• Audiences
• Academic community
• VA clinical & research communities
• Veterans
• Broader public



Funded ProjectIdea 
Generation

Project 
Development FindingsProject 

Activities

Opportunities to Engage Your Audience

Various Dissemination Mechanisms

Research Continuum



Why Social Media



Why Social Media?

• Traditional dissemination through manuscripts/conferences is time 
consuming and costly

• For many, journals may be prohibitively expensive

• Allows for interaction with other professionals in real time

• Allows for information to be disseminated to people outside the field, 
including lay people

• The world is a big place! 



Why @RyannLEngle,@ranaktrivedi & @GemmaeFix use Social Media

https://twitter.com/RyannLEngle
https://twitter.com/RyannLEngle
https://twitter.com/GemmaeFix


Commonly Used Tools

• Twitter

• YouTube

• Facebook

• Instagram

• VA Pulse 



Effective Use 

• Build a Targeted Profile
• Who are you trying to talk to? 
• What do you want to tell them? 

• Follow professional societies, leaders of the field & people whose 
work you regularly consume

• Amplify through likes, shares & retweets

• Make Social Engagement a Habit
• Daily or at least regular tweets



Effective Use (contd.)
Engage Your Audience

• Effective use of hashtags (#) 
• Connecting with @
• Tweetdeck



How to Effectively Use Commonly 
Used Social Media Tools



Dissemination via Social Media

• Traditional

• VA Specific

• Social Media
• Twitter
• Blogs 
• YouTube & videos
• Facebook



When using Social Media, think about:

• Audience/Key People 

• Effort

• Potential Impact





Twitter

• Brief communication, commonly used to share research-related 
information

• Key People
• Process Owners: Study Team; Journal; COIN
• Audience: academic peers; HSRD community; possibly broader audiences

• Effort 
• Posting requires Twitter account
• 280 characters
• Relevant #hashtags & tag @KeyPeople
• Twitter etiquette; Keep professional

• Potential Impact
• Low effort way to communicate about research
• Attaching media (see #VisualAbstracts) increases audience



Blogs

• Lay descriptions of research for specific readership
• Key people

• Process owners: Blog editor, Study Team
• Audience: Blog readers, academic community, general public

• Effort
• (Re)write traditional academic content for new audience

• Potential Impact
• Reach new or broader audience

• Examples
• Academic Home Organization
• Public Health Post: https://www.publichealthpost.org/
• See: Writing for a Lay Audience, Frakt & Humphreys

https://www.publichealthpost.org/
https://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/for_researchers/cyber_seminars/archives/video_archive.cfm?SessionID=2474


https://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/for_researchers/serve/

https://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/for_researchers/serve/


http://www.anthropology-news.org/index.php/2018/10/09/creating-space-for-veterans-voices-in-the-production-of-knowledge/

http://www.anthropology-news.org/index.php/2018/10/09/creating-space-for-veterans-voices-in-the-production-of-knowledge/








YouTube & Online Videos

• Multi-media information for study trainings, research design or lay discussion
• Key people

• Process owners: Study Team; publisher; CIDER
• Audience: academic community; VA community; study participants; general public

• Effort
• Learning curve to make videos; need [access to] equipment; script writing 

• Potential Impact
• Novel mechanism; different audience 

• Examples
• CLC Bright Spots Victory Lane (PI Hartmann)
• STORIES (Co-PIs Houston & Bokhour) https://www.va.gov/healthequity/tools.asp#htn
• Promoting ECT for Veterans with depression 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R1X5xyb_gDE

https://www.va.gov/healthequity/tools.asp
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R1X5xyb_gDE


https://youtu.be/fZyfLD-v_KI

https://youtu.be/fZyfLD-v_KI




https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wxRbC29uMnE

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wxRbC29uMnE




Facebook

• Highest-read social network; over 20 billion visitors per month 
• Research not typically included on facility Facebook pages & many people have 

private Facebook accounts
• Key People

• Process Owner: VAMC Public Affairs Officer 
• Effort 

• Send information & pictures to PAO 
• Potential Impact

• Can provide positive stories about VAMC
• Opportunity to recruit
• Posting on personal page will reach personal social network

• Examples
• CENC





#VisualAbstracts



Poll Question #3: Are you familiar with Visual Abstracts?

• Yes, I’ve created my own

• Yes, I know about them but haven’t created one

• No, what’s a visual abstract
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Visual Abstracts

• Dr. Andrew Ibrahim - @AndrewMIbrahim

• Visual summary of key study findings

https://twitter.com/AndrewMIbrahim


Visual Abstracts

• Pros:
• Improved dissemination
• Deeper engagement
• Influence clinical practice

• Cons
• Over-simplification
• Exacerbate biases
• Quality control

Ibrahim, A. M. (2017). Seeing is Believing: Using Visual Abstracts to Disseminate Scientific Research. The American Journal Of Gastroenterology, 113, 459. 
doi:10.1038/ajg.2017.268



Visual Abstract Guidelines
Guideline Rationale

Clearly state the question or purpose of the study. Give context for study

Describe the research design (e.g., randomized trial, 
Make quality of evidence clear

retrospective review, survey).

Include the primary outcome of the study. Minimize reporting bias

Report, when appropriate, P-values or others measures of 
Improve reader ability to interpret findings

significance.

Label citation of the article in image itself, and include link 
Make source of data easy to locate

to the full article when posted.

Use language consistent with the terms and definitions 
Minimize “editorializing” and bias

used in the article.

Only use images for which the authors or journal have 
Avoid violating copyright laws.

rights.

External review (by someone who did not create the 
Ensure credibility and identify unconscious bias.

visual abstract) for accuracy and assessment of bias.
Ibrahim, A. M. (2017). Seeing is Believing: Using Visual Abstracts to Disseminate Scientific Research. The American Journal Of Gastroenterology, 113, 459. 
doi:10.1038/ajg.2017.268





#VisualAbstracts & Twitter

• Tweets that include visual abstracts gain higher impressions, retweets 
& article visits

• Used by a number of journals 

• Great way to publicize articles & presentations



Using Social Media to Promote Findings



Using Social Media to Improve Engagement



Fun with GIFs

https://twitter.com/RyannLEngle/status/1011260056439066624


Fun with GIFs



Things to Consider…

• Diffusion of Persona
• Following and posting about too many topics

• Scrolling through without reading 
• Tweet about an article ≠ reading the full length article

• VA  & academic rules
• Social influence is getting included in promotion criteria

• Ethical considerations



VA Social Media Guidance
http://vaww.va.gov/webcom/socialme
dia.asp

“Social media is an effective way to 
extend health messages to our 
audience of Veterans and family 
members.”

VA Medical Centers require Facebook; 
Twitter & Instagram strongly 
encouraged

http://vaww.va.gov/webcom/socialmedia.asp
http://vaww.va.gov/WEBCOM/facebook.asp
http://vaww.va.gov/WEBCOM/twitter.asp
http://vaww.va.gov/webcom/instagram.asp


Hatch Act



https://osc.gov/Resources/Social%20Media%20Quick%20Guide%20FINAL%20updated%207.3.pdf

https://osc.gov/Resources/Social%20Media%20Quick%20Guide%20FINAL%20updated%207.3.pdf


Ethics & Rules

• Data Collection:
• Do you have IRB approval? 
• Are you ensuring anonymity of participants? 
• If you are collecting data, are you ensuring safety of participants?

• Data Sharing
• Institutional rules even when de-identified

• Think Before You Post
• You are sharing with many strangers, and posts live on forever
• Gutcheck: Would you want your post to be on a frontpage of a newspaper? 



Conclusions

• Social media is increasingly being used to learn & disseminate

• Provides a cheap, egalitarian & timely ways to connect with peers

• Common pitfalls to avoid include ethical considerations

• It is important to know your institutional rules



Literature & Resources
• Bou-Karroum et al 2017. “Using media to impact health policy-making: an integrative systematic review.” Implementation Science 

• Breland et al 2017. “Social Media as a Tool to Increase the Impact of Public Health Research.” American Journal of Public Health
107(12): 1890-9

• Hart et al 2016. “Considerations for Public Health Organizations Attempting to Implement a Social Media Presence: A Qualitative 
Study.” JMIR Public Health Surveill 

• Hart et al 2017. “Twitter and Public Health (Part 1): How Individual Public Health Professionals Use Twitter for Professional
Development.” JMIR Public Health Surveill 

• Hart et al 2017. “Twitter and Public Health (Part 2): Qualitative Analysis of How Individual Health Professionals Outside 
Organizations Use Microblogging to Promote and Disseminate Health-Related Information.” JMIR Public Health Surveill

• Lewis et al. 2018. “Expanding Opportunities for Professional Development: Utilization of Twitter by Early Career Women in 
Academic Medicine and Science.” JMIR medical education

• Frakt 2016 Five lessons for social media translation and dissemination. https://www.academyhealth.org/blog/2016-12/five-
lessons-social-media-translation-and-dissemination

• 10 ways to use social media to get your research noticed https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/10-ways-use-social-media-
get-your-research-noticed

https://www.academyhealth.org/blog/2016-12/five-lessons-social-media-translation-and-dissemination
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/blog/10-ways-use-social-media-get-your-research-noticed


Visual Abstract Resources & Literature 
• Andrew M. Ibrahim MD, MSc (https://www.surgeryredesign.com/resources) 
• Ibrahim AM, Lillemoe KD, Klingensmith ME, Dimick JB. “Visual Abstracts to Disseminate Research 

on Social Media: a prospective, case-control crossover study” Ann Surg. 2017 Apr 26. Link to 
Article

• Ibrahim AM, Bradley SM. “The Adoption of Visual Abstracts at Circulation CQO: why and how 
we’re doing it” Circ Cardiovasc Qual Outcomes. 2017 Mar;10(3). Link to Article

• Ibrahim AM. "Seeing is Believing: Using Visual Abstracts to Disseminate Scientific Research." Am J 
Gastroenterol. 2017 Sep 19. Link to Article

• Nikolian, V, Ibrahim AM. “Visual Abstracts and the Future of Scientific Journals” Clinics in Colon 
and Rectal Surgery.” Clinics in Colon and Rectal Surgery. 2017 Sep;30(4):252-25. Link to Chapter

• Aungst, T. Visual Abstracts are Changing How we Share Studies. Doximity. July 2017. Op-Ed. Link 
to Article

• Ibrahim, A. M. (2017). Seeing is Believing: Using Visual Abstracts to Disseminate Scientific 
Research. The American Journal Of Gastroenterology, 113, 459. doi:10.1038/ajg.2017.268

https://www.surgeryredesign.com/resources
http://journals.lww.com/annalsofsurgery/Citation/publishahead/Visual_Abstracts_to_Disseminate_Research_on_Social.96123.aspx
http://circoutcomes.ahajournals.org/content/10/3/e003684.long
https://www.nature.com/ajg/journal/vaop/ncurrent/full/ajg2017268a.html
https://www.thieme-connect.com/DOI/DOI?10.1055/s-0037-1604253
https://opmed.doximity.com/visual-abstracts-are-changing-how-we-share-studies-3ae38eea7e8a


Additional Resources

Tips & Strategies
https://hbr.org/2016/06/how-academics-and-researchers-can-get-more-out-
of-social-media

Twitter Guide for Academics & Researchers
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2011/09/29/twitter-guide/

Ethics & other Pitfalls
https://gwu-libraries.github.io/sfm-
ui/resources/social_media_research_ethical_and_privacy_guidelines.pdf

https://hbr.org/2016/06/how-academics-and-researchers-can-get-more-out-of-social-media
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2011/09/29/twitter-guide/
https://gwu-libraries.github.io/sfm-ui/resources/social_media_research_ethical_and_privacy_guidelines.pdf


Thank you & @ us

Ryann Engle, MPH; Ryann.Engle@va.gov @RyannLEngle

Gemmae Fix, PhD; Gemmae.Fix@va.gov @GemmaeFix 

Ranak Trivedi, PhD; ranak.Trivedi@va.gov @ranaktrivedi
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