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Injury prevention programs can use social media to disseminate information and recruit participants.
Non-profit organizations have also used social media for fundraising and donor relationship
management. Non-profit organizations (NPOs) with injury prevention missions often serve vulnerable
populations. Social media platforms have varied levels of access and control of shared content. This
variability can present privacy and outreach challenges that are of particular concern for injury
prevention NPOs. This case report of social media workshops for injury prevention NPOs presents
concerns and strategies for successfully implementing social media campaigns. [West J Emerg Med.
2014;15(5):582–586.]

INTRODUCTION
Non-profit organizations (NPOs) have used social media
to develop relationships, disseminate information, and
fundraise.1–2 Researchers have used social media to target hardto-reach populations,3–5 and public health campaigns
increasingly use social media to diffuse information.6–8 Injury
prevention outreach could benefit similarly from using social
media for information diffusion, public relations, and donor
development!.10 A 2010 study of social media diffusion among
public relations practitioners in health departments found that
just 17 percent use social networking sites,11 suggesting
untapped potential for social media expansion.
Using social media to develop donor relationships can
increase an NPO’s sustainability and profitability. MþR
Strategic Services tracks electronic marketing and fundraising
from a large sample of U.S. NPOs. Their 2013 report finds a
downward annual trend in donations from email solicitations,
which remains the preferred media fundraising tool among
NPOs.12 During the same reporting year, median monthly
giving from social media efforts increased. In particular, health
NPOs saw a 12% increase in online donations in 2012 over
2011. Taken together, NPOs are seeing lower returns from
email fundraising campaigns and greater usage of social media
from constituent target audiences. This raises questions about
how NPOs can integrate social media without increasing the
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risk inherent to increased scale of public engagement. This case
report presents tactics for maximizing the potential of social
media while mitigating its risks. The aim of the report is to
present concerns from NPOs that provide injury prevention
services for vulnerable populations and to present
organizational tactics that address them. The findings are drawn
from 2 social media training sessions conducted for Georgia
NPOs in 2013. The workshop was promoted to the funding
agency’s grant recipients as a training to use social media for
organizational sustainability. Grantees were not compensated
for their participation, but there may have been a willingness to
participate to signal to a critical funder their commitment to
sustainable management practices. All of the attendees were
from NPOs with injury prevention-related missions. Eighty
percent of the organizations focused on domestic violence
interventions. Participant observation and pre- and postworkshop participant surveys found that there are social media
concerns specific to NPOs that serve vulnerable communities:
privacy and authorial content control. Developing clear social
media protocols and targeted use of social media tools can
minimize these risks. Workshop participants reported that
developing a social media strategy gave organizational actors
greater confidence with tools, a clearer organizational structure
for campaign management, and increased awareness and
donations.
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CASE REPORT
Participants in the social media training sessions were from
a diverse group of NPOs in the state. They spanned small,
community-based organizations to non-profit auxiliaries of
major medical and university centers. Workshop participants
included executive leaders, marketing coordinators, donor
management professionals, and administrative assistants.
Participation in both sessions was voluntary, although most
participants were recipients of a grant from a state agency.
There were 41 participants representing 27 different
organizations. Over 80% of the participants focus on domestic
violence prevention and services (n¼22). The remaining NPOs
offer foster care services, teenage pregnancy, and community
health programs.
Privacy and control of messaging emerged as 2 primary
concerns. Both concerns were addressed through the ‘‘see us in
action’’ exercise. Posting photographs can be a very effective
tool in raising awareness with a social media campaign. Images
have greater viral potential than text alone.12 Viral online
content refers to an image, video, advertisement, etc. that is
circulated rapidly on the Internet. A viral message can lower the
cost of information diffusion for NPOs by lowering the
expenditure to potential donor ratio. Sharing images of
successful community events can also evoke an emotional
connection with current and potential donors. However, the
virality of photographs coupled with low platform controls
(e.g., ‘‘tagging’’ photos feature on Facebook) can pose a safety
risk to vulnerable constituents, e.g., domestic violence victims.
The facilitator used a Facebook and Twitter account
created for the workshop to model how photographs and
location information could be shared differently, considering
privacy risks and audience. Using a cellphone camera, the
facilitator snapped a photograph of the participants as they were
brainstorming earlier in the workshop. The image conveyed
that the event was well attended; the audience energetic, and the
financial support for the event was justified. The photograph
was a good example of allowing donors to see their investment
in action. However, participants noted that the photograph
clearly showed their faces and, in some instances, their name
badges. Additionally, photographs taken with smartphones can
have location data embedded in the file. They realized that an
image intended to market a successful event could
inadvertently release sensitive participant information.
This tension between maximizing the returns to social
media with concerns about safety risks for NPOs and their
constituent members and audiences can be navigated with a
better understanding of content controls and platform
differences. Twitter is a micro-blogging website that posts 140character ‘‘posts’’ to followers. Twitter can be either
asynchronous or synchronous, depending on how a Twitter user
chooses to engage followers and other users. Content on Twitter
moves fast and through rapid sharing mechanisms in the
platform can easily be stripped of its context and originating
Volume XV, NO. 5 : August 2014

source. Additionally, Twitter has only one level of content
control. A user can be public or private. A public Twitter
account better harnesses the message dissemination potential of
the platform but also poses the greatest risk to NPOs with riskadverse missions.
In contrast, the other largest social media platform,
Facebook, can also be either asynchronous or synchronous.
Posts can be longer and different types of content, such as
surveys, graphical images, and even documents, can be
uploaded to Facebook posts. Facebook posts are still relatively
easy to share, increasing the viral potential of messages, but it is
more difficult to strip posts of contexts or original sources.
Additionally, Facebook offers a comparably vast array of
privacy settings at the individual level (for each post) and at the
account level. Because of these controls, media researchers
consider Facebook’s platform a digital plug into pre-existing
networks. Content shared on Facebook is more likely to travel
through and engage with existing networks that have met
privacy setting criteria, usually because of a pre-existing
relationship. Although we often speak of social media as a
single entity, there is considerable variation in how platforms
are designed to capture, disseminate and preserve the intent of
user content. NPOs should consider what content it shares
within the context of the level of control, message intent, and
outreach goals. The following chart outlines potential, risks,
and considerations for content across 2 of the major social
media platforms. (I include Facebook and Twitter in this
analysis. However, while there is a range of other social media
tools increasingly adopted by organizations (e.g. Pinterest,
Instagram.), these platforms do not differ significantly in form
or concerns from Facebook and Twitter, which remain the
largest and most-used social media platforms.) (Table 1)
The participants were guided through a 4-stage process
designed to reveal the tensions of social media platforms and
design strategies to mitigate them:
1. A photograph of the event was shared on a projector.
The participants brainstormed how images of faces and
name badges might impact vulnerable groups that use
their services.
2. In pairs, participants used Facebook and Twitter
accounts established for the exercise to explore
different privacy controls.
3. Participants assessed how social media engagement
would benefit their organizational missions.
4. Each participant drafted social media protocols to
address organizational structure, content guidelines
specific to each social media platform, and contingency
plans for role transition.
DISCUSSION
Despite initial and emerging concerns about privacy and
learning curves, all of the participants hoped that social media
could increase donations, and for good reason. High-profile
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Table 1. Comparison of controls, concerns and tactics between social media platforms.
Platform
Twitter

Facebook

Content length

Privacy controls

Concerns

140 characters
maximum (can be
extended by linking to
external websites.

One control at account
level: Private or Public

Up to 1000 characters
with variation by
content type (e.g.
uploaded documents
and images)

Multiple controls at the
individual post level
and account level.

Use Twitter to engage nonprofit organizations with
similar missions.
Do not share images that
could reveal sensitive
participant information (e.g.
faces and locations).

Social media campaigns that
benefit from broadest
possible awareness (e.g.
new donor relationships)
content limited to existing
networks is self-defeating.

social media campaigns like a 2012 drive by For Love of
Children helped the organization fundraise $114,000 in 1
business day. While that is likely an outlier, social media can
increase donor participation in 2 ways. One, it can lower the
barriers of participation with online payment tools like PayPal,
which minimize the number of decision points a donor must
make to complete the donation cycle. Two, social media can
indirectly impact donations by raising awareness of an
organization and its mission among likely donors.
To achieve either of these goals (and organizations should
ideally aim to achieve both), research finds that NPOs should
interrogate their organizational structure. Georgetown
University’s Center for Social Impact Communication
conducted a nationally representative survey of how social
media has influenced how adults engage with social issues.14
The study concluded that social media users develop donor
relationships with organizations at multiple points of entry,
often simultaneously and not in a successive order from low
engagement to high engagement. This model is at odds with
traditional donor relationship organizational structures in
NPOs. These models assume that donors progress successively
from awareness to low engagement through financial
involvement. NPOs generally understand each level of
participation as discrete. The donor relationship manager role,
wherein donor relationships are cultivated over time, emerges
from this organizational model of donor engagement.
The Georgetown report’s findings do not suggest that
NPOs abandon traditional donor relationship activities.
However, they do suggest that a diverse portfolio of
engagement activities is better matched to changes in donor
behavior. Likely donors who use social media appear to do so
with variable levels of engagement that ‘‘doesn’t stop and start
with discrete levels,’’ suggesting for NPOs ‘‘it’s actually
preferable for people to be engaged on multiple levels.’’15
To inculcate engagement on multiple levels, NPOs must
consider carefully their existing organizational structures.
Western Journal of Emergency Medicine

Content, quickly shared, can
lose context.

Tactics

Use Facebook for more
sensitive content (e.g.
photos can be limited to
members only and
‘‘downloading’’ and
‘‘sharing’’ options can be
de-selected).

Fewer than 10% of the workshop participants had integrated its
social media initiatives across organizational levels and roles.
The most common organizational structure was the ‘‘lone
ranger’’ model. In this model, a single organizational role is
responsible for social media management. Larger NPOs had
hired specifically for this role while smaller NPOs primarily
relied on interest from an employee to assign social media
duties. The lone-ranger model presents 2 concerns for using
social media effectively. First, the model assumes that donors
are engaging at discrete levels. That assumption runs counter to
research. Second, this model presents challenges for
sustainable online fundraising initiatives and social media
protocols. Employee turnover, including promotions or
realigning tasks and roles, can derail a successful social media
campaign if the entire process resides with 1 person or job role.
To counter this problem, participants worked in pairs to
write a social media protocol. The protocol assessed the NPO’s
current organizational structure, identified all donor
relationship and outreach activities for each role, and defined
current social media engagement. Three quarters of the
participants reported that only 1 staff member knew social
media account passwords. One participant remarked that when
she was hired to manage social media, she had to deactivate all
of the organization’s social media accounts because the former
employee responsible for them was the only one with access.
This kind of misappropriation of information can disrupt social
media effectiveness.
Social media protocols should diffuse responsibility for
social media engagement across several organizational roles.
Responsibility diffusion increases campaigns’ sustainability by
minimizing account discontinuity from employee turnover and
leaderships changes. By incorporating various organizational
stakeholders, responsibility diffusion also increases
organizational buy-in of social media campaigns. Protocols
should also explicitly state appropriate tone and content for
various social media platforms. As participants learned from
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Table 2. Tools for efficiently managing social media campaigns.
Online Donations
PayPal
Razoo
Causes

Account Management

Analytics

Tweetdeck: manage multiple twitter accounts from one
platform

Hootsuite: Track content reach and life course

Hootsuite: Manage multiple social media accounts
across different platforms from one account; preschedule posts en masse

Archivist: Collect tweets related to specific social media
campaigns, archive for network analysis of ROI and
reach

ROI, return on investment.

the photograph exercise, all content is not appropriate for all
platforms. And, misalignment between content and platform
can expose NPOs to privacy-related risks. Committing these
guidelines to paper and sharing them with all organizational
actors minimizes risk.
Responsibility diffusion also creates a mechanism to
integrate social media campaigns with existing marketing and
outreach initiatives. Social media integration addresses the
challenges of donor relationships that increasingly operate
across multiple levels simultaneously. For example, appending
all email signatures in an organization with a hyperlink to an
online donation page maximizes multiple points of donor
engagement.
Social media protocols are also a primary tool for
mitigating concerns about social media usage. Workshop
participants explored the architecture of each social media
platform and designed a protocol specific to each. The
consequences for the ‘‘see us in action’’ photograph exercise
illustrate the importance of protocols for risk management.
During the workshops, participants considered if the image
taken during the event would be appropriate for Twitter. Twitter
allows only 2 privacy settings: private and public. A private
Twitter account prevents a user’s 140-character messages
(‘‘tweets’’) to be viewed by any registered or unregistered
Twitter user. This is attractive to organizations with privacy
concerns. However, if an organization is using Twitter to
increase awareness, a private account can be self-defeating, as
engagement with the account requires pre-existing knowledge
of it. As the virality of Twitter is one of its greatest attributes,
this may not be ideal. When participants considered posting the
same image to the group Facebook account, they realized the
appeal of Facebook’s various privacy settings. Facebook allows
a user to control the privacy of the overall account and the
privacy of each post. A social media protocol would consider
these platform strengths and weaknesses to provide guidance
on posting an ostensibly innocuous photograph to the right
medium, with the right level of privacy controls.
This additional level of control assuages some concerns
about privacy that were raised by the photograph exercise. But,
there are other tactics that reconcile the tension between serving
vulnerable populations on the one hand and maximizing social
media’s relationship building and fundraising potential on the
other. One tactic is called ‘‘object messaging.’’ In the case of the
photograph, the goal was to capture a successful event in hopes
Volume XV, NO. 5 : August 2014

of eliciting an emotional connection with social media users.
The tension arose from photographing persons. The same goal
can be achieved by photographing non-human subjects. The
facilitator modeled this by taking another picture taken from
behind the participants as they faced the projector screen. The
optics captured the same energy of the first photograph but
neutralized concerns about identifying participants. Clear
social media protocols should include guidelines on what
content is appropriate for which social media platform. NPOs
should consider the potential risk of releasing sensitive
information or images of participants (particularly of minors).
But, as in the case of object messaging, deliberate engagement
can mitigate most NPO concerns. Social media content is best
suited for a ‘‘bird’s eye’’ view of campaigns, engagement with
public discourse, and profile awareness. Fortunately, all of these
best practices allow NPOs to harness the potential of social
media for volunteer and donor relationship development.
Integration and social media protocols increase the
efficacy and efficiency of social media campaigns. There are 2
primary ways that injury prevention NPOs can use social media
specifically for fundraising. There is the broadcast method and
the engagement method. The broadcast method leverages
online fundraising campaigns that mimic the structure of
traditional fundraisers. Broadcasting is getting the word of your
campaign out to as many potential donors as possible. A
fundraising goal can be set for a specific period of time. Online
tools from PayPal, Razoo and Causes have user-friendly
interfaces to set up online payment accounts. Users can
generate a donation link that can append to email, newsletter,
and print materials. More sophisticated social media campaigns
can use online scheduling tools like Hootsuite and Tweetdeck
to pre-schedule Facebook and twitter posts in bulk. These
content posts can include the donation link. Hootsuite also
provides useful analytics of web traffic and engagement that
allows users to schedule content at optimal times for maximum
viewing. These analytics can also be included in campaign
reports to granting agencies and stakeholders. (Table 2)
Beyond broadcasting content and donation links, the
engagement method proactively manages donation
opportunities. Engagement is about an organization’s mission
being so closely aligned with an issue that actors begin to think
of them in tandem. This model requires that organizations have
a clearly articulated mission statement, scanning relevant news
events that align with the organization’s mission and linking the
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two in their social media content. For example, one
participating NPO focuses on domestic violence awareness. At
the time of the workshop the state legislature was considering a
bill that would provide greater protection of victims of family
violence. The executive director and donor relationship
manager identified this legislation as key to their organization’s
awareness campaign. The workshop activities helped them
devise a social media campaign that used Facebook and Twitter
to raise public awareness of the legislation. Because Facebook’s
content is more static and has a longer engagement life cycle,13
they decided to post a sponsored petition to their Facebook
page. They set the post to public but did not require names on
the petition. This addressed participants’ concerns about
privacy and maximized the post’s reach on social media. For
Twitter, the participants opted to tweet link to newspaper stories
covering the legislation, employing the engagement model of
linking relevant content to organizational mission. They
scheduled tweets at peak activity times and rotated tweets about
the news story with tweets containing a link to a donation page
that detailed how the organization counsels victims of family
violence. In post-workshop communications, this organization
reported that a state representative contacted them to thank
them for increasing public support of the legislation. They also
reported increased website traffic, online donations, and
volunteer requests.
Social media is not a singular fundraising and
communication tool but it can be a powerful addition to an
NPO’s outreach toolkit. NPOs have successfully used social
media to build awareness and develop beneficial relationships.
NPOs with injury prevention missions, particularly among
vulnerable populations, should consider carefully how they use
social media. The organizations in this case study benefitted
from reflecting on issues of privacy, control and organizational
protocols. In post-workshop surveys participants commented
that they developed greater confidence in using social media,
had developed a system that would improve their
organizational structure, and could articulate to donors and
constituents how social media reflects the organization’s
mission. Organizations that primarily serve young adults and
low-income constituents cited high social media usage among
their target populations as a reason to use these campaigns.
Executives reported that social media analytics would enhance
their organization’s positional value to donors and political
supporters. Injury prevention missions benefit from proactive
diffusion of awareness and information. Social media is well
suited for these aims. If used with deliberation, a social media
presence can increase an injury prevention NPO’s profile and
bottom line.
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