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For the uninitiated, hive 
marketing is the notion of 
bringing together support-
ers of a brand or organi-

zation into a community of shared 
interest—the hive—so they can feed 
off one another, share experiences, 
and extend their knowledge about 
the brand. This interaction confirms 
their decision to embrace the brand 
and makes them more effective brand 
evangelists given that they are armed 
with a greater depth of information. 
In essence, they become more effec-
tive storytellers and brand ambassa-
dors because of their experience in 
the hive. The expectation is that they 
will leave the group and share their 
passion for the brand with the rest 
of the world, supporting it with what 
they learned within the hive.

alonG ComeS SoCial media
From our perspective, social media 

is the supreme hive marketing instru-
ment. Imagine a hive with bees buzz-
ing all around it. Although it might not 
be apparent at first, the bees are all in-
volved in a common effort: sustaining 
life by gathering pollen from flowers 
and making honey. In the hive, there is 
organization and purpose in what first 
appears to be chaos. For us, that has 
proven to be a useful metaphor for so-
cial networks. We often run into peo-
ple who feel that social media is just a 

d a n  d u n l o p  a n d  m a r k  S h e l l e y

Dan Dunlop anD Mark SHelley 
explaIn How to uSe HIve 
MarketIng vIa SoCIal MeDIa.

“big waste of time” and who don’t un-
derstand the social web or how it con-
nects to the power of community and 
the power of the hive. Within the so-
cial web, people with shared interests 
come together in groups, in what may 
appear to an outsider as an unorga-
nized mess, to exchange information 
and ideas. They feed off one another’s 
passion for the brand or subject mat-
ter, confirming or reconfirming their 
point of view and igniting their pas-
sion. When they end up leaving the 
hive, or the social network, they are 
ready to spread the word with an au-
thentic and credible voice. These indi-
viduals have the potential to become 
your most effective marketers, gener-
ating buzz through word of mouth on 
the Internet and in your local commu-
nity. This organic communication has 
a power not found in institutionally 
generated marketing.

hive markeTinG  
on FaCeBook

Many hospitals are already using 
Facebook groups or fan pages for 
hive marketing, some without know-
ing it. The idea is simple: By starting a 
group on Facebook, you create a space 
where people who feel good about 
your institution can come together 
and share their personal experiences. 
They can also learn about upcoming 
events, screenings, and hospital news. 

Facebook is the perfect environment 
for this type of community given the 
overall positive tenor of the communi-
cation platform. 

Let’s look at one example. Lexing-
ton Medical Center, located in West 
Columbia, SC, has a large Facebook 
group with nearly 800 members. 
Think about the power of this group. 
These are individuals in the commu-
nity whose connection with the hos-
pital is strong enough that they are 
willing to opt-in to a group, publicly 
proclaiming their allegiance to this 
brand. Now, for one moment, imag-
ine the number of Facebook friends of 
each fan. If each person has 100 Face-
book friends, Lexington Medical Cen-
ter is one step removed from directly 
communicating its message to 80,000 
people. Why is that important? For 
each of our hospitals, there may come 
a time when we want to spread the 
word quickly about a specific issue, 
and these Facebook fans are a great 
place to start. Importantly, the com-
munication through Facebook is di-
rect, eliminating the need to travel 
through media and editorial filters 
before reaching the target audience.

One day in 2008, the local newspaper 
in Columbia, SC, decided to conduct an 
online survey asking people in the area 
whether the Midlands of South Caro-
lina needed another heart hospital. 
Lexington Medical Center had been 
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working for the past five years to se-
cure permission from the state to start 
a heart program but had met a number 
of roadblocks. One of those roadblocks 
was stiff opposition from the newspa-
per in Columbia. Lexington had faced 
five years of  editorials that told read-
ers why another heart hospital was a 
bad idea. It was in this context that the 
newspaper launched a survey on its 
Web site regarding another heart hos-
pital. The paper appeared to be look-
ing for fodder for another article that 
would use public opinion to support 
its claims that the area didn’t need an-
other heart hospital. You can see the 
challenge.

When the marketing team mem-
bers from Lexington Medical Center 

awoke one morning to news of this 
online survey, they were able to react 
calmly and swiftly, knowing they 
could activate the power of their 
Facebook community. 

It took about a minute for the mar-
keting team to send out an e-mail 
message to its Facebook group mem-
bers, informing them of the survey 
and suggesting they go online to reg-
ister their opinion. Within an hour of 
sending the e-mail, the online survey 
showed a convincing majority of re-
spondents supported a new heart 
hospital. After several days and a con-
vincing victory for Lexington Medical 
Center, the newspaper took down the 
survey and never published a follow-
up article.

This is just one example of the 
power of the hive. Lexington Medical 
Center was able to use its Facebook 
group as an effective crisis commu-
nication tool. Obviously, there are 
many daily but important ways to put 
a Facebook group to work for your 
hospital. It is important to remember 
that your group membership repre-
sents a powerful resource that your 
organization can call on when the 
need arises. All the more reason why 
it is important to build your following 
as well as keep your brand ambassa-
dors engaged and informed through 
the online community.

hive markeTinG  
on linkedin

When the people you’re trying to 
organize and communicate with share 
a common industry niche, such as 
healthcare, LinkedIn is an amazing 
tool. As a marketer, LinkedIn groups 
are the secret to using this tool ef-
fectively. Let’s say you want to target 
healthcare marketers and executives. 

On LinkedIn, there are several groups 
you can join to communicate with this 
target audience on a regular basis.

What can you do with these 
groups? First, you join them. Sec-
ond, we recommend that you fol-
low the conversation and observe 
how other professionals interact 
with one another by posting and 
commenting on discussions. Each 
group sends out a daily e-mail blast 
to its entire group membership with 
a listing of the most recent discus-
sions and posted news items. This 
drives traffic to the discussions and 
stimulates conversation among 
group members. Third, start partici-
pating in the discussions. Finally, 
you can begin posting news and 
discussions about your organiza-
tion within these groups. Suddenly, 
other healthcare professionals from 
around the country will learn about 
your hospital’s initiatives.

At a minimum, the healthcare mar-
keting groups are wonderful resourc-
es for marketing professionals. They 
serve as aggregators of amazing infor-
mation: articles, blog posts, research 
studies, and more. Even if you don’t 
want to participate in the discussions, 
you can watch from the sidelines and 
learn from what others post.

You can also start your own 
 LinkedIn group for employees and 
people within your community. 
Each day, you can enter news and 
 information about the happenings at 
your hospital, and every evening an e-
mail goes out to group members with 
a brief synopsis of the top stories and 
discussions. 

You can use the discussions to 
engage members and gain valuable 
input. One of the benefits of social 
media is that the information flows 

Here are a few of the linkedIn groups  
for healthcare marketers and  
executives, including corresponding 
membership counts:

healthLeaders Media 
(228 members)

Society for healthcare Strategy & 
Market development  
(1,165 members)

forum for healthcare Strategists  
(716 members)

healthcare executives network  
(5,741 members)

professional healthcare Marketers  
(307 members)

healthcare Marketing network  
(555 members)

health 2.0  
(8,820 members)

healthcare Communication & 
Marketing Association 
(3,500 members)

©2010 HCPro, Inc. For permission to reproduce part or all of this newsletter for external distribution or use in educational packets, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at www.copyright.com or 978/750-8400.

10 HealtHcare Marketing advisor  »  January 2010



CONTACT: Dan Dunlop at ddunlop@jenningsco.com                     919.929.0225

JENNINGS    Marketing for Better Health                                                        jenningsco.com

© 2010 HCPro, Inc. For permission to reproduce part or all of this newsletter for external distribution or use in educational packets, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at www.copyright.com or 978/750-8400.

in two directions and you can learn 
from the information that others 
volunteer. You’ll find your Linke-
dIn community will appeal to a 
largely different audience than your 
Facebook group. In our experience, 
LinkedIn tends to attract a more 
business-oriented audience, and the 
conversations tend to have a more 
formal tone. 

We recommend that you celebrate 
the differences in the platforms and 
use those differences to your advan-
tage. After all, why put all of your 
social media eggs in the Facebook 
basket? 

hive markeTinG  
on TwiTTer

We are still in the early days of Twit-
ter’s evolution into a useful tool for 
healthcare consumers. Much of the 
time, you’ll find you’re talking to other 
healthcare marketers, rather than 
consumers. The professional commu-
nicators tend to make up a large part 
of the audience within the Twitter 
“healthsphere.”

How do you build a following 
on Twitter? Start out by following 
thought leaders and business lead-
ers in your community. Odds are 
that if you follow them, they’ll return 
the favor and follow you. Don’t get 
caught up in the myth that you have 
to do 10 tweets per day. The key is to 
make your tweets useful by sharing 
good information. Follow some of 
the top hospitals and learn from their 
best practices. 

If you’re worried Twitter is going to 
become a full-time job, please know 
it doesn’t need to be. You can use 
services such as HootSuite.com and 
Socialoomph.com to make your life 
easier. These services allow you to 

Yes, there are Twitter groups—even 
healthcare marketing groups! Go to 
Twittgroups.com. 

here Are A CoupLe of exAMpLeS:  

healthcare Marketing (225 members)

twittgroups.com/group/hcmktg

healthcare Social Media (79 members)

twittgroups.com/group/hcsm

healthcare (708 members)

twittgroups.com/group/healthcare

even without groups, Twitter offers you 
the opportunity to share information on a 
daily basis with individuals who have an 
interest in your hospital. 

Some of your peer institutions, realizing the 
opportunity that social media represents, 
have already developed quite a following 
on Twitter:

yale-new haven hospital
2,071 followers

Cooper hospital (new Jersey)
1,080 followers

Swedish Medical Center 
(Seattle)
1,880 followers

riverside Medical Center 
(Columbus, oh)
1,425 followers

florida hospital (Central florida)
2,176 followers

Mayo Clinic
8,784 followers

emory healthcare (Atlanta) 
2,183 followers

Medical university of South Carolina 
healthcare 
2,027 followers

Lehigh Valley health network  
(pennsylvania)
1,532 followers

ohiohealth
1,404 followers

Seattle Children’s
3,311 followers

dana-farber Cancer institute
1,234 followers

type in several tweets at one time and 
schedule the distribution throughout 
the week. Doing this allows you to 
use your daily Twitter time to moni-
tor direct messages, re-tweets, and 
other activities. 

You can still keep the process or-
ganic by adding last-minute tweets 
throughout the week, but you will 
avoid the pressure that comes from 
knowing you haven’t tweeted in a day 
or two.

The opporTuniTy:  
inForm, enGaGe, aCTivaTe, 

and improve
Hive marketing via social media 

and social networks presents a 
unique opportunity for healthcare 
marketers, allowing us to create on-
line environments where our sup-
porters and constituents can come 
together and express their support 
for our organizations. 

Whether the community consists 
of grateful patients, hospital employ-
ees, community members, or other 
healthcare marketing professionals, 
these tools allow us to tell our stories 
to individuals who have opted-in to 
the conversation and who have the 
potential to go forth as well-informed 
brand ambassadors. When needed, 
you can activate these already en-
gaged individuals, calling them into 
action on your organization’s behalf. 

And finally, through these commu-
nities you can learn from your follow-
ers and improve your service delivery 
by acting on what you learn. 

HEALTHCARE MARKETING ADVISOR

Dan Dunlop is the president and CEO of  
Jennings Co. in Chapel Hill, NC.
Mark Shelley is the director of marketing  
and advertising of Lexington Medical Center 
in West Columbia, SC.
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