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                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Hello.  Welcome to the

                VA Butler Healthcare Brown Bag Lunch Chat.  I'm

                Cynthia Closkey.  Our topic today is the VA's

                Social Media Campaign.

                           To date over 92 VA Medical Centers

                have Facebook accounts, and they have accumulated

                more than a combined 47,000 likes.

                           To the VA, using social media is about

                leveraging new technology to get the right

                information to the right veterans at the right

                time.  Veterans today are online, so it is our

                job to meet them where they are already

                congregating.

                           Today, we'll be talking about the many

                ways the VA is using social media to connect with

                veterans.  Here with us to talk about it is

                Lauren Heiger.

                           Hi, Lauren.

                           MS. HEIGER:  Hi, Cindy.  How are you?

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  I'm great.

                           MS. HEIGER:  Good.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Lauren, you are the

                communications specialist and new media content

                manager?

                           MS. HEIGER:  Yes.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Of course, we had Lauren

                on talking with us a couple of months ago about

                My HealtheVet.

                           MS. HEIGER:  That's right.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Well, Lauren, we've got

                a lot of things to talk about here.  I want to

                say to the folks that are logged in and

                listening, thanks very much for joining us.

                           If you want to ask a question, you

                have a few options.  If you've dialed in by

                phone, we'll open up the lines for questions

                partway through the call.  And if you're

                listening online through the Talkshoe website,

                you can type your question or any notes or

                comments into the chat window and we'll keep an

                eye on that and respond.

                           All right, so let's talk about social

                media.  How actually -- there are a lot of things

                that people kind of refer to as social media.

                How should we go about, like, defining it for

                ourselves for purposes of this conversation?

                           MS. HEIGER:  I've looked at how do

                you, you know, define it for folks who aren't

                sure what that means.  You know, initially people

                think Facebook and they think what the heck is a

                Twitter and those things.

                           What we see them at the VA as is a set

                of tools on the internet where we can share

                information, but more than just broadcasting

                this, it's about creating relationships and that

                is sort of the new era of VA.  We are no longer

                your father's VA, so to speak.

                           We are looking for ways to connect

                with veterans and reconnect with veterans, those

                veterans who we may have missed opportunities

                with or those veterans who may not have been

                eligible before or those veterans who are using

                these tools to access information about a myriad

                of things, including VA.

                           We want to be a part of that

                revolution, so to speak, and we want to connect

                with these folks.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Right.  And so the

                social part of the social media then is, in fact,

                the connection, the two-way connection.

                           MS. HEIGER:  That's correct.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Broadcasting as you

                might with television or radio but rather having

                a conversation much as we're doing right here but

                online.

                           MS. HEIGER:  That is absolutely right.

                In fact, we are reshaping the way we do public

                relations and to that point when we look at a

                news release, it's about broadcasting information

                and some say it's passe, but the most important

                information on it is actually the phone number.

                           So what they're saying in VA is let's

                socialize it, how can we create opportunities to

                use that forum, that published piece, to create a

                post or a tweet or a headline or a link where

                veterans can learn about us in new ways.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  And give the veterans

                the opportunity to respond.

                           MS. HEIGER:  That's right, that's

                right.  We want to hear from them, too.  We can't

                do this reshaping or have a revolution in the way

                we communicate and the way we do business without

                them.  So we want to hear from them.

                           We also know that sometimes asking

                those hard direct questions, we may not get the

                answer we like, but it's the answer we want to

                hear because we want to know what we can do to

                make it their VA.  The "V," as you know, in VA

                stands for veterans and that's what we're all

                about.

                           Currently today almost 11 percent of

                America's population living today are veterans,

                so there are lots of folks we want to reach and

                we know that they are out there and we want to

                talk to them.  We want them to come see us.  We

                want them to call us.  We want to connect,

                reconnect and shape our relationships with them.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So now this effort has

                been underway for how long?

                           MS. HEIGER:  Less than two years.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That's pretty amazing.

                           MS. HEIGER:  It is amazing.  So of

                the 153 VA facilities, two thirds of them already

                have Facebook accounts and about a third have

                Twitter accounts.  Some of the stats are pretty

                mind blowing.

                           VA also has a blog and it was launched

                last year and in its first month it's already --

                through this first month it has published 50

                articles, has 50 guest pieces.  So we have lots

                of subject matter; experts who lend their

                information and write for the blog.  We keep it

                as an open blog for information for the veterans.

                And it has received over 1,500 comments from the

                public.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  The comments are the

                really neat part, I think, because all of this --

                they are reaching out and expecting your

                information, but sometimes comments can not only

                give you information but they just show that

                people are reacting and interacting and really

                absorbing and engaging with what you're trying to

                share with them.

                           MS. HEIGER:  The word you used

                "engaging" is huge and it is one that seems to be

                the best way to describe what we're trying to do.

                So that is another piece of what we're doing.

                           In our communication we want to

                monitor what is also, like you said, what people

                are commenting on, what are people getting the

                buzz about, what people are sharing with other

                people, absolutely about engagement.

                           The Facebook, the VA Facebook pages,

                have over a hundred thousand subscribers and all

                three of the VA's administrations, which includes

                health which is the VA; benefits; VBA; and the

                cemeteries all have sites and -- let's see -- as

                you said, the combined Facebook pages reach

                over 32,000 friends each day.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Terrific.

                           MS. HEIGER:  The Twitter has -- all

                the Twitter accounts in VA have over 16,000

                followers and we reach outside of VA, believe it

                or not, with those, as you know how Twitter works

                and you can probably speak more to that than I

                can.

                           For the folks in the audience to know,

                Cindy has been our backbone for creating our

                social media campaign.  She is the technical

                guru.  Her business here is Big Big Design, and I

                would like for her to just give you a brief

                elevator introduction into how she has helped us

                roll out both our Facebook, our Twitter and our

                podcast to you.

                           So if you would, Cindy, you've got

                that technology and that know how and the way to

                describe it.  That would help our viewers to

                know, kind of a little bit more about how we work

                and engage with others.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  And I think it's

                interesting that the Butler VA had looked to an

                outside consultant for some help in figuring this

                out.  It's not an easy process to transition to

                being social as the VA Butler has done and the VA

                as a whole.

                           So we started, as you remember, just

                coming together with first some strategy saying

                what are we going to do, how are we going to get

                these things rolling.

                           Setting up a Twitter account and

                Facebook account, it seems simple and yet with

                these things there are little technical

                challenges and just wanting to know that you are

                doing it the right way.
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                           So we created a strategy, you and I,

                working with your team and then you just started

                executing and it's been going great.  You are

                using Two Poot Suite (phonetic).  You've got a

                coordinated approach for it.  So that's been kind

                of the guidance that we've been giving.

                           MS. HEIGER:  You know, she's modest.

                She basically introduced me to this social media

                shtick.  I was -- until Cindy came on to help us,

                as a consultant and a small business owner, I had

                no idea I knew how to manage a Facebook account

                or what Twitter was, how to launch a podcast

                series, which is the envy of the VA.  We're one

                of the only facilities doing that still and we're

                able to do that with Cindy as our link.  So it's

                just been a journey for us that I've learned so

                much from.

                           So we get a lot of the information

                from what's called web communications in VA and

                they are our guide post for setting up an account

                and some of the standards and options that are

                available and what we need to do to standardize

                who we are.

                           How that started was they looked at

                our website as that piece of information as sort

                of the content authority for our social media.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It's like the hub.

                           MS. HEIGER:  That's right, and how

                social media are tools to get folks back to the

                website visiting us, learning about us.  It is

                sort of the electronic version of our bricks and

                mortar.  It doesn't replace that face-to-face

                relationship but gives folks the opportunity to

                connect with us at any time.

                           There is that storehouse, if you will,

                of information available on the website which is

                the tool that, again, guides our social media

                efforts.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  And we've been meaning

                to get to all of the different tools that the VA

                is using.  We've talked about Facebook and

                Twitter, but there is also a YouTube channel they

                have been using.

                           MS. HEIGER:  That's right.  VA does

                not have that channel open to all of the

                facilities' Facebook pages or -- if you go to

                va.gov, that's where you can see those YouTube

                videos.  And so far VA has posted over 200 of

                these informational videos that have been viewed

                450,000 times and the 2010 Veterans Day video

                received over 167,000 views alone.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That's great.

                           MS. HEIGER:  Yeah.  The other thing

                that they have on their main website -- and

                that's the main VA website, va.gov -- is the

                Flickr and, as you know, Flickr is a photo

                hosting site.  VA has posted over 5,000 photos

                and they've been viewed by -- over a quarter of a

                million times.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  I really like the

                Flickr, that particular Flickr account.  There

                are a lot of really neat images there.  It is a

                great resource.  It's amazing that it's so

                inexpensive or even free for people to use.

                           I think it's a kind of social media

                that people don't think of first because they are

                thinking about Facebook and Twitter, but there is

                a whole wealth of resources and you can lose a

                whole day just looking through pictures.

                           MS. HEIGER:  That's right.  And your

                technology expertise lends to your comment here

                saying that it's so important, too, that VA get

                on board and do things like this.  This is what

                folks are viewing, sharing, hosting and getting

                involved with other folks, both veterans and

                non-veterans.

                           I've heard you also say that you

                follow tweets on several different Twitter

                accounts in the VA, and I know that you are also

                involved in our Facebook page and you've liked us

                and you've friended us and you also share the

                word about us and that's important, too.  Again,

                it's that building of a relationship that's key.

                           You've come to us as an expert, a

                technical expert, but also as a friend, and we're

                looking for friends in the ether and we're

                looking for friends of the VA, anywhere we can

                find them, so thank you.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It's a great connection.

                           MS. HEIGER:  It certainly is, yes.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  How has it been for you

                then -- we set up all of these programs, how has

                it been for you professionally learning how to be

                social online?  Do you feel like it's been easy?

                How has it been going?  Is it a continuing

                process?

                           MS. HEIGER:  Having you in the

                background to answer questions has been really

                one of the key pieces.  If you know anything

                about any kind of leadership opportunity, you

                really need an informal mentor and you've been

                that for me.

                           I like challenges and I love change

                and I love to write and do research, so for me

                it's been a process that I have really enjoyed.

                           The times that I have gotten my hand

                slapped that I have kind of gone outside of the

                lane, meaning I have linked different things

                outside of VA that may have been more of a

                historical perspective on veterans rather than

                information regarding healthcare and what I call

                VA centric, it's been a learning experience.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Sure.

                           MS. HEIGER:  And it's experience where

                it's just an easy fix where they are just saying

                just get back in the lane and I like learning

                that way, too.  I think we learn in both ways.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  The VA has -- I think

                you are kind of alluding to that there is a

                really great support structure, so it's not just

                VA Butler but all the VAs that are engaging in

                social media, whatever level they are doing, you

                guys are networking and communicating and working

                together to learn as a team; is that right?

                           MS. HEIGER:  That's right.  There are

                group e-mails that involve everyone who is

                involved in the web communication end of things

                and that includes both the website and social

                media.

                           There are conference calls that walk

                you through things and so for those neophytes,

                they can really learn, or the folks that want a

                refresher can ask questions in real time.  So

                there are those opportunities, but there are

                challenges because they are asking us to create

                templates that make the pages official but lots

                of folks just do this as a collateral

                responsibility.  So finding the time to do

                quality posts and monitor your pages the way you

                want to is a whole other challenge.

                           That piece of it, I think, lends to

                efficiency and creativity.  So to me it's just

                been an opportunity to do things a little

                differently.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Sure, sure, and it

                really compliments all of the other kinds of

                communication channels that you have available,

                right?

                           MS. HEIGER:  That's right, that's

                right, and we find that they are all unique and

                different.  So if we're publishing a publication,

                we also want to have it electronically on our

                website.  We also want to post the status on our

                Facebook.

                           We try to combine those tools so folks

                get them every way, so that they are either in

                person seeing us and talking about them and

                receiving them or they are online sharing them,

                learning about them, knowing where to find them,

                including our podcasts which are in mp3 format,

                on our website under podcast.  You don't even

                have to leave our website to look for them.

                           That archival technology, I think, is

                so great.  So if you and I talk about -- like you

                said, I've been here talking about My HealtheVet,

                that online portal for veterans to access parts

                of their medical record and communicate with

                their healthcare teams online, they can look back

                if they are interested and find that podcast and

                also get a transcript of it, so it's available

                for them in written format, or they can listen in

                again on our website.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So it's accessible to

                people with a variety of maybe abilities or

                disabilities?

                           MS. HEIGER:  That's correct.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Which is an important

                part of the VA effort and program.

                           MS. HEIGER:  It is absolutely a

                standard that we must meet and we're happy to

                comply.  We again want to reach folks in every

                way, shape or form we can.

                           And interestingly enough, our VA owned

                Facebook and Twitter accounts have their own

                terms of service agreement with the Federal

                government.  So we own our content on our

                official Federal site and this prevents misuse of

                our open social media forum which we partnered

                with those folks to create.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Interesting.

                           MS. HEIGER:  Yeah, yeah, and you

                probably know a little bit more about that.  If

                I'm not clear in explaining that, maybe you could

                elaborate.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Well, there may be

                different rights issues or copyrights and in this

                particular case I'm not sure what the

                distinctions might be, but knowing that you're

                free to use these things across the different

                channels just gives you that much more content

                that you can share and flexibility with how you

                are going to go about sharing it or maybe

                remixing it or reusing it in different useful

                ways.

                           MS. HEIGER:  That's right, that's

                right.  So that's exciting for us, too, that we

                can collaborate with the big guys, you know.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That's great.

                           MS. HEIGER:  Yeah, and be cutting edge

                at the same time.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Uh-huh.

                           MS. HEIGER:  Our terms and conditions

                aren't to limit us, but they are to say, you

                know, we protect those who we serve.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Yes, sure.

                           MS. HEIGER:  That's a real big piece

                of it, too.  It's the trust that privacy is met,

                that the compliances are met, they are called 508

                compliance to meet for any situations of a

                disability where folks might need that

                information in another format, those kinds of

                things we want to be available to our veterans.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  What's kind of cool

                about this too is when we talk about online

                sometimes we think of -- people may focus first

                on thinking about the web on a computer at a

                desk, but increasingly that's not -- the web is

                not only at a desk, right, it's on mobile

                devices, it's on iPads and so forth, and just now

                I believe the VA is approving purchasing the use

                of iPads; is that right?

                           MS. HEIGER:  That's right, iPads and

                i- -- what's the other one?

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  iPhones?

                           MS. HEIGER:  iPhones, that's right.

                That was an article that just came out a couple

                of days ago which is so exciting and we're also

                working on apps.

                           So VA has a mobile website.  It's

                m.va.gov and we have mobile apps.  It's a joint

                project with the Pentagon and VA with efforts to

                manage and create tools for post-traumatic stress

                disorder symptoms that folks can link on and if

                they are in a situation where they feel they need

                some help, they can do it, like you say, from the

                use of a mobile device.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  A cell phone or

                something like that even.

                           MS. HEIGER:  That's right, yeah.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Again, if something

                comes up and you need help or even if you just

                want an answer and you happen to be away from

                your computer at work or home, you might forget

                by the time you get there, so it's useful to be

                able to have these things accessible in all

                cases.

                           MS. HEIGER:  And you know how real

                time is and this is folks they are looking for.

                We heard very often from veterans; they would

                love a text message about their appointment.

                It's great to get it through My HealtheVet, you

                know, online when you're in the portal, but a

                text message would be the next way to go.

                           So VA has created the Apple iPhone and

                iPad that veterans can actually get access to VA

                networks --

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Oh, okay.

                           MS. HEIGER:  -- starting in October.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Wow, that will be neat.

                           MS. HEIGER:  Absolutely, yes.  There

                are suicide prevention sites to engage folks with

                a platform, like an "I have a question" platform.

                Do you know that homeless individuals, they walk

                into public libraries two times a month and half

                of them have e-mail addresses?

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  No kidding?

                           MS. HEIGER:  Yes.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That's fantastic.

                           MS. HEIGER:  And that healthcare

                agencies are using Facebook to sell their

                services and that folks seem to have -- they seem

                to have -- it's a halo effect almost where there

                has been even greater connection with that

                healthcare provider or facility if they know you

                have social media.

                           So, again, we are in these last two

                years on a new frontier saying how else can we

                meet veterans' needs.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Right, right, and all of

                these tools just make it possible for people no

                matter what their socioeconomic status, no matter

                what their situation is, all of these different

                mechanisms are kind of -- I want to say

                converging, but that's kind of an overused word.

                They are interacting and connecting.

                           MS. HEIGER:  That I think is a great

                word.  Yeah, I'm with you, yeah.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Well, for you as you are

                looking at maybe the next couple of months, are

                there things looking ahead that you're excited

                about or thinking will be interesting to see in

                Facebook and Twitter?

                           MS. HEIGER:  I'm looking forward to

                and the goal is by the end of the year for all VA

                facilities to have Facebook and Twitter and they

                are also talking about that -- what is it called,

                common -- what is it when --

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Creative common?

                           MS. HEIGER:  Creative common when we

                share content with each other, and we're already

                looking to that with the VA Facebook page, but to

                share resources and also I think get to that next

                step even though I might not know what it is,

                those folks have got their finger on the pulse

                and they are looking at those things like the

                mobile devices and like the apps where, you know,

                if we're not there already you need to have been.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Sure, sure.  It's a

                great development tool, definitely.

                           MS. HEIGER:  Yeah.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That will be exciting to

                see all the VAs there.  To expand on that

                creative common part a little bit for anyone who

                is listening, what that is is people are sort of

                familiar with the idea of copyrights where

                someone who creates a work, a written work, or a

                photograph or piece of art owns that right, owns

                the rights to it.

                           Creative common is a way of saying I

                still own the rights to something I create, but

                I'm willing to allow people to use it.  It's

                almost like licensing, but for free.

                           Creative commons is an extension of

                copyright that says this picture that I took, I'm

                allowing anyone who wants to to put in on their

                website as long as, for example, they link back

                to me and they say that it is by me, that kind of

                a thing.

                           So it's exciting -- why this is

                particularly exciting for the VA to be doing this

                is that -- an example is any VA that takes like

                maybe an amazing photograph of some veterans in a

                parade or something that is a really striking

                image, they can easily allow other VA sites to

                use that same piece of art by giving attribution.

                           So helping people understand that

                these capabilities are there, understand how the

                copyright and the creative common sharing works,

                all of that is just part of a really good example

                of how I think the VA is really educating and

                enabling folks like you on the staff to be able

                to do these things, have these capabilities.

                           MS. HEIGER:  That's right, and we are

                jumping in as not experts, myself included, in

                new media because it's basically a new frontier

                for VA, especially within the format or the

                confines of how they would like us to create an

                official page.

                           But I find that it is also very

                freeing because the content is driven at our

                facility from our halls and walls, so to speak,

                so what's on the bulletin board, you know, what's

                going to all employees, what kind of information

                do we want to share, what kind of photos and

                graphics and links --

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  And maybe video.

                           MS. HEIGER:  Absolutely.  So it's a

                form -- you know, creative common is a form of

                flattery and the VA says use it, you know, use it

                and claim it but also give credit where it's due

                because it is an open forum that has already been

                created and it's not going away.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That's awesome.

                           MS. HEIGER:  Yeah.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Now -- I had a thought

                and it ran away from me.  So as we're thinking

                about the social media, what part of it is

                really -- do you have a favorite piece?  Do you

                have a favorite thing of the things that we've

                set up that you think is a particular strength or

                a favorite, or is that like trying to choose your

                favorite child?

                           MS. HEIGER:  No, and I'm glad you

                asked that.  Before that I haven't really thought

                about the answer, but I love the monitoring which

                is something that we are asked to do every day,

                including weekends.  We're looking also for

                pleads for help from folks who may feel they need

                us.

                           We find that being available, this

                being a customer care tool, is just awesome.  And

                there is another overused word, awesome, but it

                is awesome to be able to in real time comment

                back to someone or give someone an answer or

                refer them to someone else.

                           So having a customer service

                background for me, this has just been one of the

                most exciting pieces to see somebody commenting

                to your post or sharing even more information

                than you knew when you posted.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Right, building on what

                you said.

                           MS. HEIGER:  Yes, yes.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So it's one of the

                things I think that we have talked about from the

                beginning which is that social media is not just

                another broadcast mechanism, although you can use

                things that way, but it's almost a really -- it's

                almost better as a listening mechanism, as a way

                of hearing things.

                           So when someone creates a Twitter

                account, you can use it to post, of course,

                that's kind of the point, but the other point is

                to be able to follow people and to hear what they

                are saying and I think that is what you're

                talking about here.

                           MS. HEIGER:  It is, and when Cindy and

                I first met she talked about the moniker, chief

                listening officer, and she's right.

                Communication is a two-way street and it doesn't

                just involve the talking or the communicating and

                broadcasting but, as she said, it's listening.

                It's hearing what folks are saying, what that

                temperature is and how we can meet their needs.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So we are running

                through the end of our conversation.  This is the

                point where I always ask -- and you know how it

                is -- if there is one thing that you wanted

                people listening to take away from this

                conversation, what might that be?

                           MS. HEIGER:  Friend us.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Friend us?

                           MS. HEIGER:  Yeah.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  That's an easy

                one.

                           MS. HEIGER:  That's right, or follow

                us.  And I don't particular care for the term

                follow which goes with the tweets, but it's the

                term they use.  We would love for you to follow

                us and be our friend.  We want to know what you

                want from us because we are at VA Butler making

                lives better every day one veteran at a time.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Fantastic, great.  Well,

                cool, this has been a great conversation.  I want

                to thank everyone for tuning in.

                           I just realized we got going so much

                on the conversation that we didn't open up the

                phone lines.  I apologize, but I can offer you

                lots of ways to get in touch with Lauren and ask

                questions or engage her in conversation and those

                are all of these social media tools that we have.

                           We have the main website which is

                butler.va.gov, g-o-v.  There is a Facebook page

                we have spoken about, Facebook.com/vabutlerpa,

                and the Twitter account is also

                Twitter.com/vabutlerpa.

                           Of course, there is the Talkshoe

                Podcast which if you're listening to it in a

                different way, you can find it on the Butler --

                linked on the home page of the Butler VA website.

                           Thanks for tuning in.  Let me tell you

                a little bit about our next program which will be

                on September 1.  We'll be talking about the

                HUD-VASH Housing Program and, as I said, that's

                on September 1 at noon right here on Talkshoe.

                           In the meantime, please do catch up

                with us online and we'll see you next time.

                           MS. HEIGER:  Thank you, Cindy.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Thanks, Lauren.

                           MS. HEIGER:  Thank you.

                           (End of audio recording.)

