
644 Volume 50, July-August 2015

Hosp Pharm 2015;50(7):644–648
2015 © Thomas Land Publishers, Inc.
www.hospital-pharmacy.com
doi: 10.1310/hpj5007-644 

Director’s Forum

Social Media As a Leadership Tool for Pharmacists

Blake Toney, PharmD*; Debra A. Goff, PharmD, FCCP*,†; and  
Robert J. Weber, PharmD, MS, BCPS, FASHP*,†

*College of Pharmacy, The Ohio State University, Columbus, Ohio; †Department of Pharmacy, The Ohio State University Wexner 
Medical Center, Columbus, Ohio

The profession of pharmacy is currently experiencing transformational change in health system 
practice models with pharmacists’ provider status. Gaining buy-in and support of stakeholders in 
medicine, nursing, and other advocates for patient care is critical. To this end, building momentum 
to advance the profession will require experimentation with and utilization of more efficient ways 
to disseminate relevant information. Traditional methods to communicate can be inefficient and 
painstakingly slow. Health care providers are turning to social media to network, connect, engage, 
educate, and learn. Pharmacy leaders can use social media as an additional tool in the leadership 
toolkit. This article of the Director’s Forum shows how social media can assist pharmacy leaders 
in further developing patient-centered pharmacy services.

Health care providers (HCPs), hospital health 
systems, professional organizations, and 
patients are using social media to connect, 

educate, and engage. In his article, “Leading Change: 
Why Transformation Efforts Fail,” John Kotter, of the 
Harvard Business School, describes the importance of 
“communicating the vision” in leading an organiza-
tion.1 Due to social media’s ability to reach a wide 
audience, pharmacy leaders can use it to effectively 
communicate their leadership vision. Gaining buy-in 
and support for the vision of pharmacy practice from 
stakeholders in medicine, nursing, and others is criti-
cal. Traditional methods to communicate this vision 
can be painstakingly slow, but social media increases 
the speed in which HCPs communicate with each 
other. Understandably, HCPs are often hesitant to 
engage in social media due to a lack of understanding 
or fear it could be detrimental to themselves, their 
institution, or the profession. A recent study that sur-
veyed physicians found that 66% were hesitant to 
immerse themselves in social media due to worries 
about public access and legal concerns.2

The goal of this article is to show how pharmacy 
leaders can use social media to connect and commu-
nicate in a professional context. In particular, we dis-
cuss Twitter, LinkedIn, blogs, and Facebook, which 
we believe are the most useful of the social media 
tools in advancing the pharmacy profession.

SOCIAL MEDIA OVERVIEW
Select examples of social networking tools 

include Facebook, Twitter, blogs, LinkedIn, Pinter-
est, Instagram, YouTube, and Google+. Each tool 
offers a different way to communicate and network. 
Social networking sites are growing at a rapid pace. 
Facebook, founded in 2004, has more than 1.28 bil-
lion active monthly users.3 Twitter, a form of mini- 
blogging launched in 2006, has more than 302  
million active monthly users sending over 500 million  
tweets each day. Each form of social networking 
offers a unique service. Table 1 lists select social net-
working sites and describes their features.  

This relatively young market of social media 
tools means that older pharmacists, many of  
whom hold leadership positions, may not have expe-
rience or expertise using them. In order to bring 
transformational change to the pharmacy profession, 
pharmacy thought leaders need to familiarize them-
selves with these tools. 

SOCIAL MEDIA AS A LEADERSHIP TOOL

Twitter
Twitter is a micro-blogging social networking 

service that enables users to send and read short 
140-character messages called “tweets.” It is esti-
mated that over 75,000 doctors, nurses, pharmacists, 
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and health care consultants use Twitter around the 
world, 31% of whom are American. This activity 
accounts for roughly 152,000 tweets per day and  
a cumulative 208 million tweets from Twitter’s launch 
in 2006.4

Pharmacists can utilize Twitter to educate, engage, 
advocate, collaborate, and network. Twitter is, in a 
word, flexible. The value of Twitter lies in its abil-
ity to disseminate information quickly and globally 
to a large number of people. This was demonstrated 
during the 2014 Ebola epidemic, which sparked over 
10 million tweets from 170 countries in 3 weeks.5 
Twitter users can be “active,” meaning they tweet and 
engage with others on Twitter, or “passive,” meaning 
they observe and read tweets but they do not post 
their own tweets. Topics of interest on Twitter can 
be identified by typing in a hashtag (#) followed by a 
key word (#pharmacist). A list of some reputable peo-
ple and organizations in the pharmacy profession or 
health field to follow on Twitter are listed in Table 2.

A recent article entitled “Review of Twitter for 
Infectious Diseases: Useful of a Waste of Time?” 
describes how to get started on Twitter and lists 
potential pitfalls.6 These authors describe 4 ways in 
which HCPs can use Twitter. Networking with other 
HCPs and connecting to journals and organizations 
through Twitter widens your contacts to include 
worldwide experts and allows sharing of links to 
articles, photos, and videos. Pharmacy directors and 
other department leaders can use Twitter to provide 
links to their department of pharmacy Web site, 
blogs, or newsletters. One of the authors (D.G.) of 

this article uses Twitter to network with HCPs on the 
topic of antimicrobial stewardship. She has followers 
in over 31 countries.

Tweets from medical conferences disseminate 
information in real-time and increase the “reach” of 
the information. Tweets from conferences will reach 
members who are not able to attend. Re-tweeting 
messages multiplies the impact of scholarship. The 
American Society of Health-System Pharmacists 
(ASHP) studied Twitter use by attendees of the 2013 
ASHP Midyear meeting.7 More than 400 Twitter 
accounts from 7 different countries using #ashpmid-
year tweeted 1,539 tweets creating 33,116 impres-
sions. Symplur (www.symplur.com), a Web site that 
provides archiving and analysis of tweets with a 
hashtag, can generate a transcript of every tweet from 
a conference to generate future discussions. Pharmacy 
thought leaders should encourage national pharmacy 
conference organizers to engage in social media.

Twitter journal clubs led by key opinion lead-
ers or the authors of the articles provide a unique 
platform for engagement and learning among HCPs 
worldwide. Surgeons have collaborated with the 
JAMA Surgery journal to implement an interna-
tional general surgery Twitter journal club (#IGSC). 
A free pdf of the selected article is released to Twitter  
followers 1 month prior to the Twitter journal club. 
The lead author is invited to participate with the jour-
nal Twitter organizers. All tweets from the live Twit-
ter journal club are indexed using the journal club 
hashtag (#IGSC), and they are saved and archived 
to their blog and PubMed. Rather than the usual  

Table 1.  Select list of social media and a description
Social media platform Description

Twitter
Microblogging service. User sends/reads “tweets,” which are messages limited to 140 characters. 
Health care hashtags (#) can be used to search for topics.

LinkedIn
The “professional’s Facebook,” allowing them to network, showcase their curriculum vitae, form 
profession-related groups, and post topics for discussions.

Blogs Discussions published on the Internet consisting of discreet entries (“posts”).

Facebook
Largest social media platform. Users can connect as friends or may view organization’s page and 
“like” it or post comments. 

YouTube Video content, including health education videos.

Instagram
Photo-sharing and video-sharing networking service that can include up to 2,200 characters of 
text. This is an emerging teaching site for infectious diseases and dermatology.

Google+
Users may organize people in “groups” or create “hangouts,” a Skype-like platform that allows 
group video chats with up to 10 people.

Pinterest Allows users to create bulletin boards to share information about topics of interests.
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20 to 30 attendees at a hospital pharmacy journal 
club, a Twitter journal club may have hundreds of 
global participants. This concept could be imple-
mented with any medical journal to increase the 
reach of its articles and to engage the author “live” 
with interested readers. 

Hospital Pharmacy started its journal club in 
December 2014. Its goal is to “promote meaningful  
literature evaluation experiences, to increase critical 

appraisal skills, and to encourage professional dis-
cussion” regarding recent Hospital Pharmacy articles 
“among pharmacy clinicians, academicians, manag-
ers, preceptors, residents, fellows, and students.” 8(p179) 
Twitter is used to promote and communicate with 
its followers about the next journal club selection. 
Pharmacy leaders, many who are editors or on the 
editorial boards of pharmacy journals, could explore 
starting Twitter journal clubs.

Table 2.  Selected pharmacy-related accounts to follow on Twitter
Name Username Bio

Authors

Debra Goff @idpharmd Infectious Diseases PharmD at OSUMC for over 20 years; uses new 
technology to improve how she educates globally about antimicrobial 
stewardship

Pharmacy Leadership
(Scott Landers)

@PharmacyLeaders Here to help pharmacists who are striving to be better leaders in 
pharmacy and health care

Blake Toney @iCaffeine 2015 MBA Candidate at OSU

Robert Weber @RxWeber Pharmacy leader, colon cancer survivor, and blogger committed to 
improving people’s lives

Clinical pharmacy organizations

ASHP @ASHPOfficial Representing pharmacists who serve as patient care providers in 
acute and ambulatory settings.

FIP @FIPcongress
@FIPEdDT

International perspective on improving pharmacy practice

Hospital Pharmacy @HospPharmEditor Clinician-oriented, with focus on safe medication practices; leading 
journal for hospital and health system directors, managers, and 
formulary committee members

ISMP Canada
Safe Medication Use

@safeMedUse Reports on medication incidents and supports prevention 
medication errors

Medscape Pharmacists @MedscapePharm Latest news, articles, and features from Medscape Pharmacists

Pharmapod @Pharmapod Focus on patient safety; reporting & learning system for health care 
professionals; standards, transparency, & intelligence

Industry observers

Adam J. Fein @DrugChannels Expert insights on pharmaceutical economics and the drug 
distribution system

Pharmacy Podcast @PharmacyPodcast Founder of #RxChat podcast dedicated to pharmacists and the 
business of pharmacy; #PharmacyNews Publication

Digital health influencers

Daniel Kudryashov @Daniel_Kudro Energy, encouragement, and insight for the pharmacist

John Nosta @JohnNosta Digital health philosopher, strategist, and advocate; lead thinker at 
NostaLab; Google Health Advisory Board

Paul Sonnier @Paul_Sonnier Founder of 30,000+ member #DigitalHealth LinkedIn group, social 
entrepreneur, strategic advisor @nuviun, startup mentor @bphealth 

Dave Walker @drwalker_rph Pharmacist consultant, speaker, outreach specialist

Note: ASHP = American Society of Health-System Pharmacists; OSUMC = The Ohio State University Wexner Medical Center.
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Live twitter chats conducted by experts or  
medical organizations provide the opportunity for 
HCPs to post questions and share ideas on a par-
ticular topic. A predetermined hashtag is used in 
each tweet to follow the conversation. Twitter chats 
allow experts to field questions from HCPs, consum-
ers, patients, and policy makers. During the 2014 
Ebola outbreak, the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) conducted live Twitter chats 
to provide HCPs and the public with news updates, 
recommendations, and an opportunity to ask experts 
questions in real-time. Pharmacy leaders could con-
duct a Twitter chat on important topics such as cre-
dentialing pharmacists as a way to engage colleagues, 
political advocates, and public opinion on this topic.

Once Twitter is integrated into the users’ daily rou-
tine, many find it an indispensable medium of news and 
networking, customizable to their interests. All major 
news agencies have a Twitter presence, and there has 
been recent proliferation of niche news organizations 
with targeted content. If Twitter is the microphone, 
then Digital Health is the unifying message lending 
cohesion and common ground to all HCPs. Nuviun 
Digital Health is “an umbrella term for all healthcare-
related applications, technologies and delivery systems 
that result from the confluence of medicine, genomics 
and the technologies that comprise the digital space.”9 
One can create a user profile and select from a menu 
of topics to customize the newsfeed.

LinkedIn
It is likely that many more pharmacists in leader-

ship positions are familiar with LinkedIn than Twitter. 
Until Twitter gains widespread adoption, LinkedIn 
will be more useful as a networking tool. In the busi-
ness world, this is referred to as the network effect, 
wherein a product or service becomes exponentially 
more valuable as a function of the number of users. 

One could readily argue that LinkedIn creates 
more value for more people simply because more 
people use it.10,11 LinkedIn has been called the “pro-
fessional’s Facebook.” Unlike Twitter that restricts 
tweets to 140 characters, LinkedIn allows users to 
publish articles of unlimited length. For example, one 
of the authors (B.T.) published 2 articles on LinkedIn 
about the marketing strategies surrounding the new 
hepatitis C drugs. As in Facebook, readers demon-
strated their interest by liking or commenting. 

Pharmacy leaders can also join LinkedIn groups 
and actively participate in discussions. They can 
potentially find a new employee using LinkedIn.

Blogs
A blog is a discussion published on the Internet. 

More than 12 million people blog via social networks. 
The most recognized physician blogger, KevinMD 
(@KevinMD), has 120.3K followers on Twitter. He 
has multiauthor blogs with guest author contribu-
tors that include doctors, pharmacists, nurses, policy 
experts, and patients. Dave Walker (@drwalker_rph), 
with 13.5K followers on Twitter, was recognized in 
2013 and 2014 in the Top Healthcare Influencer list. 
As a past pharmacy director, he writes and tweets on 
various pharmacy-related topics. 

A retired surgeon (@skepticscalpel) blogs regularly 
and uses Twitter to announce a new posting. He com-
pares the value of blogging versus publishing in peer-
reviewed medical journals. His blog “Appendicitis: 
Diagnosis, CT Scans and Reality” has been viewed over 
22,000 times and accounts for far more viewers than 
the total for all his medical publications combined.12 A 
blog has a very wide audience reach. Pharmacy lead-
ers can use this as an effective communication tool. 
One of the author’s (R.J.W.) writes a monthly blog for 
the department of pharmacy at The Ohio State Uni-
versity Wexner Medical Center (OSUWMC). The blog 
is viewed by employees on the department’s Web page. 
Recently the blog was made available externally. Twit-
ter is used to announce a new posting and provide a 
link to the blog. This global reach will allow others to 
learn about OSUWMC’s department of pharmacy and 
the vision of the director. Guest authors are invited to 
write a post. A blog is an effective way for a director 
of pharmacy to communicate ideas to a large depart-
ment of diverse employees and for pharmacy leaders 
to extend their reach outside of their current organiza-
tion. The blog also provides an avenue for staff to write 
about topics of interest. The process of writing a blog 
is not as overwhelming as writing a manuscript for a 
peer-reviewed journal. It is a good way to enhance the 
writing skills of new pharmacists. 

Facebook
With over 1.28 billion monthly active users, 

Facebook is the most popular social networking ser-
vice. Although only 26% of hospitals actively par-
ticipate in social media, 84% of those hospitals use 
Facebook.13

The Mayo Clinic embraces social media, includ-
ing Facebook; it has over 586,597 “likes” on its 
Facebook page. Facebook can create a great online  
presence to consumers, and it can also be a great tool 
for employees. A pharmacy department can create 
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a public page without having to become “friends” 
with other Facebook users. Department outreach, 
open positions and recruitment efforts, faculty in the 
news, employee accomplishments, patient education, 
and other important news can be shared with a large 
global audience.

CONCLUSION
Research suggests that consumers and patients 

are turning to social media to find health care infor-
mation. HCPs are turning to social media to  network, 
connect, engage, educate, and learn. Pharmacy lead-
ers can use Twitter, blogs, LinkedIn, and Facebook 
applications to promote the department, recruit qual-
ified staff, and expand patient-centered pharmacy 
services.
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