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“Great to see 
I’m not alone...”
Use of Social Media  
in the Irish Cancer 
Society’s Cancer 
Information Service1

Aoife McNamara & Karen Skelly

In 2012 the Irish Cancer Society’s (ICS) Cancer Information Service 
(CIS) began engaging with the general public through social 
media (Facebook and Twitter). An audit was performed at the 
end of 2012 to assess (i) whether social media is an appropriate 
forum to deliver cancer information and (ii) the response to the 
posts generated by CIS. The audit covered the 6 month period 
July – December 2012. 

1  This article is based on a presentation given by Karen Skelly at the Academic and 
Special Libraries Annual Seminar, March 2013.
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Background 

The Cancer Information Service 

Since 1983 CIS has been open to ‘anyone concerned 
about cancer’, including the general public, the worried 
well, cancer patients, their family and friends, and health-
care professionals. The service is staffed by a team of 
specialist cancer nurses, financial aid specialists and an 
information and resource officer. In 2012, CIS received 
over 28,000 enquiries about cancer. Over half of these 
enquiries concerned a diagnosed patient (either from the 
patient, a family member, friend or healthcare profes-
sional). The rest of the enquiries generally fell into two 
categories: undiagnosed people who had a symptom 
they were concerned about and preventative enquir-
ies, e.g. questions about health promotion and cancer 
screening.

The aim of the CIS is to provide accurate, up to date, 
and appropriate information and emotional support 
on any aspect of cancer. CIS can be contacted through 
the National Cancer Helpline (Freefone 1800 200 700), 
email (helpline@irishcancer.ie), instant chat (via www.
cancer.ie), and through a walk-in service. CIS holds inter-
national accreditation through THA (Telephone Helpline 
Association). As part of the accreditation process, the 
service is constantly developing new ways of disseminat-
ing cancer information; the latest development is social 
media.

Social Media in Ireland 

More Irish people are using the internet for longer than 
ever before. The explosive growth of smart phones has 

changed people’s information seeking behaviour as they 
continue to migrate from desktop to mobile devices. 
According to the latest Eircom Household Sentiment 
Survey (eHSS Report 2013), the average Irish home now 
has four potential online devises with smartphone 
ownership standing at 1.6 million. Published in April 2013, 
the results indicate that in the previous six months alone, 
tablet ownership had doubled with Eircom predicting 
that 1.2 million homes will have a tablet device by the end 
of 2013. Thus, the information landscape in Ireland has 
fundamentally changed as people go online more often. 
A 2012 Google Ireland study showed that 67% of owners 
access the web via a mobile device multiple times per 
day, spending an average of 9.2 hours per week online 
(Google, 2012). Of those surveyed by Eircom, 71% use 
their smartphone sitting in their car and 51% on public 
transport (eHSS Report 2013). 

Social media is a diverse and rapidly evolving cluster 
of technologies that create online communal spaces 
where groups of people can interact, discuss, publish 
and exchange user generated content (Coiera, 2013). 
Facebook and Twitter are leading members of this large 
social media ecosystem of different platforms, with 
Facebook reporting 1.11 billion monthly active users as of 
March 2013 (Facebook, 2013) and Twitter reporting more 
than 554 million active registered users (Statistic Brain, 
2013). 

Social media helps to reach people when, where, and 
how it is convenient for them. 84.2% of all Irish internet 
users used social networks in December 2010. According 
to Facebook statistics service Quintly, Facebook’s user base 
in Ireland peaked in December 2012 at 2.3 million monthly 

Glossary

Likes: Clicking Like is a way to 
give positive feedback and 
connect with things you 
care about.

Shares / Retweets: Repeating 
a message because you 
think it is particularly good 
and passing it on to your 
friends / followers.

Comments: A person’s 
written response to your 
post.

Views: Number of people 
who have seen your 
message.

Favourites: Favouring a tweet 
is a way of bookmarking it 
for future use.

mailto:helpline%40irishcancer.ie?subject=
http://www.cancer.ie
http://www.cancer.ie
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active users, representing 71% of the country’s online population (Socialbakers). 
70% of these Irish users return to social media more than once a day (Quintly, 
2012). The Irish public are now exploring new ways to gather information 
and make health related decisions with Eircom reporting that 56% of parents 
search online to diagnose symptoms when their children are ill. With more 
and more people turning to the internet to seek health-related information, 
social media is poised to become the “next technological wave in health care” 
(Ferguson, 2013).

Social Media and Healthcare

Social media allows people to interact with each other and healthcare in 
ways once deemed unimaginable (Fox, 2010). The general public now not 
only access medical information online but have the ability to participate by 
contributing personal accounts (Marton, 2011). Online cancer support groups 
have been in existence since the late 1990’s, according to MacReady (2012) 
this reflects the true power of the internet, connecting people with like-
minded individuals anywhere in the world. Social media is an extension 
of this very participatory process. The act of participating in the creation 
of health information also has implications for our understanding of the 
patients’ role in their own health care management (Ziebland & Wyke, 
2012). Social media is word of mouth of the 21st century and we can 
learn a lot by observing and engaging with our audience.

The potential role of social media in nursing is now recognised at a 
national level: An Bord Altranais (The Irish Nursing Board) is currently 
working on Social Media and Social Networking Guidance for the 
92,000 nurses registered with them in Ireland (An Bord Altranais, 2013). 
While there were obvious benefits for CIS in engaging in social media, 
it was adopted by the service with great caution. One of the most 
valued, unique features of the CIS is that it is confidential and anony-
mous; enquirers can share their private concerns freely with a special-
ist cancer nurse. Social media, on the other hand, is a very public 
forum with a huge audience and the CIS nurses were very mindful 
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of confidentiality. Maintaining patient confidentiality and ethical practice are 
the foundations of nursing, thus careful appraisal of ‘fit for purpose’ must 
be considered when embracing new technology (Ferguson, 2013). There are 
concerns among some healthcare professionals that social media will deper-
sonalise and desensitise people to illness and death (Smith, 2011). However, 
Ziebland & Wyke (2012) report that knowing others have also tread a similar 
path, and survived, normalises illness and contributes to a sense of hope. It 
was the possibility of this sense of hope that encouraged the CIS department 
to engage with social media.

Starting in March 2012, CIS nurses began posting several cancer related 
messages on Facebook and Twitter every week and, where possible, encour-
aged engagement. The messages were aimed at the three main groups of 
enquirers: health promotion, cancer prevention and cancer information. 
Careful monitoring of the comments and private messages was performed 
by the CIS social media team on a daily basis. Where appropriate, comments 
were replied to publicly. When necessary, enquirers were signposted to the 
National Cancer Helpline to discuss the issue in confidence. 

Method

With a view to determining what sort of content would be appropriate to 
post, the Society reviewed the social media usage of our peer organisations, 
principally the American Cancer Society and Macmillan Cancer Support UK. 
Both organisations were seen to be systematically posting cancer information 
on Facebook and sharing links on Twitter. It was also evident that interaction 
and engagement with the audience was vital.

Policy

As all CIS communication is strictly governed by a policy, the social media 
team recognised the need for a social media policy to ensure consistency, 
safety and effective communications. Thus, a number of social media poli-
cies published online were consulted. Particular attention was given to those 

published by government health organisations, libraries and universities. 
Based on the content, recommendations and lessons learned therein, a social 
media policy was developed to suit the needs of CIS. 

The policy was designed as a guide to govern the CIS’s activity on social 
media networks. It outlines how to comment and respond to comments on 
Facebook and Twitter, how to engage with followers and how to maximize 
security on these networks. It is based on current best practices. It also high-
lights the need to be mindful that the social media team is representing CIS in 
all social media interactions. 

Content 

With a policy and audience in place (in March 2012 the ICS had almost 50,000 
followers on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/IrishCancerSociety and 
almost 3,000 on Twitter: https://twitter.com/IrishCancerSoc), the next stage 
was to look at content. Social Media posts are most productive when the 
content relates to a specific interest or desire of a particular group of people 
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2012). We identified 3 main 
groups:

• General public 
• Cancer patients 
• Family and friends of a cancer patient 

A concerted effort was made to make the content relevant, useful and inter-
esting, balancing consumer-friendly, action-oriented messaging with the 
degree of professionalism expected from CIS.

Sample posts from 2012

There has been a lot of media coverage on ipilimumab this week. This drug is 
for the treatment of certain types of melanoma, a type of skin cancer. For more 
information on melanoma check out; http://www.cancer.ie/cancer-information/
melanoma or call us on the National Cancer Helpline on Freefone 1800 200 700

https://www.facebook.com/IrishCancerSociety
https://twitter.com/IrishCancerSoc
http://www.cancer.ie/cancer-information/melanoma
http://www.cancer.ie/cancer-information/melanoma
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Women today often have very busy, demanding lives. Family, work and other 
commitments can mean that you leave little time for yourself. We have written 
a booklet entitled A Woman’s Guide to Healthy Living to remind you to look after 
yourself and your health. http://www.cancer.ie/sites/default/files/content-attach-
ments/ics_womans_guide_lowres_web.pdf

Don’t forget that one of our specialist breast cancer nurses will be logged onto 
facebook to take your questions on breast cancer from 2 - 4pm today. If you’d like to 
ask a question, but you can’t make it at 2pm, post your question in the comments 
below and we’ll address it. Or if you’d prefer to remain anonymous, send us a 
message with your question and we’ll answer it in our Q&A without sharing your 
personal details.

Live Q&As – Audience Engagement

Engagement is deemed one of the most important aspects of your social 
presence because this is where critical one-on-one dialogue occurs, and it is 
an opportunity to reinforce your voice in the social sphere. With this in mind, 
CIS decided to host live Q&A sessions online. On an advertised and desig-
nated day and time, one of our oncology nurses fielded questions and gener-
ated discussion on a specific cancer. In 2012, CIS successfully co-ordinated two 
breast cancer live Q&A’s during the annual breast cancer awareness campaign 
and one prostate & testicular Q&A during the Movember campaign (Men’s 
health).

Results

Audit July-Dec 2012: Total Interactions on Facebook & Twitter 626,317

Facebook 73 posts Twitter 56 tweets

Likes 9898 Retweets 336
Shares 1588 Favourites 43
Comments 310
Views 625,938 379

Social media is a dialogue (McNab, 2009) so it was important to also consider 
qualitative data when measuring the impact of our posts. Responses to our 
posts by the general public, cancer patients, their family and friends have 
been predominantly positive and reassured us that we are sharing informa-
tion that is of interest to our followers. 

Sample comments from 2012:

Please God I will NEVER need this booklet. Still nice to know it’s there if needed. Xx

You Guys Rock! Thanks for being there.

Thanks very much for replying and for the information. Really appreciate it…

Great idea yet again. Loved the last one as it was so informative and I learnt a few 
things. Keep up the great work and thank you ☺

Got my answer-thank you very much-had app scheduled with doc but feel some-
what assured. x

Conclusion 

The rapid growth in the use of social media provides both benefits and 
challenges to all healthcare professionals. It enables them to communicate 
with a target audience while broadening connections with others and has 
great potential to contribute to public health and patient education. However, 
before embracing these tools, any organisation would do well to make provi-
sions for the impact it will have on staff workload. Moreover, in some cases, 
social media training might be deemed appropriate if staff members are not 
already social media literate.

The introduction of social media has been a learning process for CIS. The crea-
tion of a policy proved a critical step, highlighting the need for confidentiality 
when necessary and a close working relationship between the CIS team and 
the Society’s social network co-ordinator. It also provided guidelines on how 
to deal with sensitive issues in the public arena and the inevitable negative 
backlash that often surfaces on social media. 

http://www.cancer.ie/sites/default/files/content-attachments/ics_womans_guide_lowres_web.pdf
http://www.cancer.ie/sites/default/files/content-attachments/ics_womans_guide_lowres_web.pdf
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Audit Jan - June 2013: Total Interactions on Facebook & Twitter 733,112

Facebook 80 posts Twitter 66 tweets

Likes 12,822 Retweets 494
Shares 4287 Favourites 70
Comments 422
Views 732,548 564

An audit of the first six months of this year reveals an increase in our audi-
ence interaction. Based on the success of our results, social media has been 
deemed an appropriate forum to deliver cancer information. The CIS will 
continue to deliver cancer information and engage with the general public 
through social media, promoting cancer awareness and supporting patients, 
family and friends. 

Aoife Mc Namara, RGN, BNS, MSc., Cancer Specialist Nurse and Karen Skelly, MLIS, 
Information and Resources Officer, Irish Cancer Society
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