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Introduction 

Social media is one of the newest trends in communicating with various publics. These 

‘free’ outlets have become incredibly popular in the past decade, and organizations and 

businesses are seizing the moment to connect with customers, donors, volunteers, employees, 

and more. While it seems as though it’d be easy to jump into social media, doing so without a 

formal plan is setting an organization up for failure (Fogel, 2014). The lack of a plan will result 

in wasted efforts. There are many social media outlets to pursue, and a strategic plan will help 

guide an organization in the right direction. Even though the social media landscape can seem 

overwhelming, a proper strategic plan includes selecting only those social media that are right 

for the organization and can be easily managed (Fogel, 2014). Just with any other marketing 

efforts, planning and organization in social media can set up an organization for success. 

 

Background Research 

The Importance of Social Media 

Just over ten years ago, no one was talking about status updates, tweets or pins. These are 

all part of the changing landscape of communication that is social media. Surprisingly, 

something that is so new to the market has now become one of the biggest opportunities for 

organizations to connect with their publics and promote their products.  

Social media has grown significantly over the past ten years, and is continuing on an 

upward climb. 56% of American’s have a profile on a social networking site, and 22% of 

Americans use a social networking site several times per day (Baer, n.d.). Not only is this a large 

number of people, but the potential to affect an organization’s success is even bigger. 47% of 

Americans say Facebook has an impact on their purchase behavior, and 23% of Facebook users 
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check their account five times or more every day (Baer, n.d.). Randi Zukerberg, who works on 

marketing, politics, current events and non-profits for Facebook, Inc., indicated that whenever an 

individual on Facebook clicks “like” or joins a cause, they are broadcasting their support for that 

organization to their friends, who are then made aware of the organization (Vericat, 2010). This 

is one of the biggest potentials for organizations on social media, because not only is an 

organization promoting itself on this platform, but by the click of a button, others are helping to 

promote the organization as well. 

 

How Nonprofits are Using Social Media 

 Nonprofits, in particular, have an interesting opportunity with social media. For the first 

time, nonprofits are placed on equal footing with their large corporate counterparts (Butcher, 

2009). However, small and large nonprofits are still competing with large corporations who have 

the time and money to invest in the resources to properly promote their company through social 

media, putting small organizations at a minor disadvantage. But nonprofit organizations must 

step up to the challenge. Thankfully, they are. In 2009, 89% of the nation’s 200 largest 

nonprofits were using some form of social media – more than both the business world and 

academia combined (Butcher, 2009). But they’re not using it for fundraising. The largest 

nonprofit organizations are using social media to simply communicate with their publics 

(Butcher, 2009). This communication creates and fosters the relationships that are necessary for 

long-term supporters, and in turn develops the fundraising that is needed. 
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Target Market: Millennials 

When it comes to marketing through social media, finding the target market can be 

tricky. While those under the age of 30 are knowledgeable in social media, they don’t yet have 

the means to be major donors; on the other hand, those 50 and up who do have the means to be 

major donors, don’t trust social media (Livingston, 2009). However, the young market (under 

age 50) is the next generation of donors, and they have yet to be fully cultivated (Livingston, 

2009). In a 2008 survey, Livingston (2009) found that 47% of respondents age 30-49 donated 

$1,000 or more to charity. Of this grouping, 78% of them were on social media. Unfortunately, 

only 27% said they trusted social media; however, the source in which they receive their 

information on social media is important. Livingston’s (2009) survey indicated a desire from 

participants to hear from trusted sources online, such as a reputable organization, philanthropic 

experts, or other donors. The target market is there, nonprofits just have to reach out to them in 

the right way. 

 

How nonprofits can succeed with Millennials 

 Even though Millennials are an up-and-coming market for nonprofits, and they’re highly 

active on social media, unfortunately they are very selective when it comes to which 

organizations they choose to follow (Yu, 2013). Because of this, organizations must be very 

strategic in the messages they do share, so when they are seen by this elusive target market, the 

messages are more likely to connect with them (Yu, 2013). 

Two of the primary reasons nonprofits use social media, advocacy and fundraising, 

should be approached in very different ways and must be used in moderation. Not every post 

should be a solicitation (Fogel, 2014). Auger (2013) suggests that advocacy messages are 
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designed to appeal to the audience’s logical mindset by providing facts and figures, and 

fundraising messages have more of an emotional appeal. Additionally, the most influential 

messages on social media focus on community identity, local impact, and relate to potential 

benefits to the individual (Auger, 2013; Livingston, 2009). 

When developing a plan to reach a public, it’s important to consider what it is that your 

public wants. The young professional demographic wants credible information from a respected 

source (Livingston, 2009). Additionally, they want their information to be timely, and for the 

organization to be responsive and transparent (Auger, 2013). 

 In addition to the medium through which an organization attempts to reach their public, 

and the source of information, it is also important to discuss topics of relevance. When it comes 

to Millennials, they want information that relates directly to them. Millennials are interested in 

things that can benefit them, such as networking and professional development (Yu, 2013). One 

method offering this to them would be to connect them with other donors (Livingston, 2009). 

They want to hear if nonprofits are working on issues of their interest, about causes they care 

about, the successes of the organizations they care about – it all relates back to them (Livingston, 

2009). They are less interested in what a specific organization does, but rather on how that 

organization is affecting the cause (Yu, 2013). 

 One of the main purposes of social media is to be just that – social. It is important for an 

organization to foster dialog and create conversations in their social media (Livingston, 2009; 

Allen, 2013; Fogel, 2014). It is not a medium in which to simply broadcast information, in fact 

that method will result in negative effects for the organization (Fogel, 2014). Social media 

should be done in a conversational voice, and match the voice of the brand (Allen, 2013). An 

excellent way of doing this that other nonprofits have found successful is through Twitter Chats 
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(Allen, 2013). Allen (2013) also recommends retweeting followers’ tweets, and replying to 

tweets as well, just as one would in any conversation. 

 Millennials have long been difficult target market for organizations, especially when it 

comes to technology. They grew up with the internet, had cell phones before they could drive, 

and are bombarded with marketing messages from all directions. Additionally, they’re one of the 

most sought after markets because they are reaching the point in which their disposable income 

will start to rise, they are starting their careers and families, and they are the next big market for 

sales. Properly understanding Millennials, and where an organization falls in their minds, will 

help an organization guide the path of creating a lasting relationship with this highly-desired 

target market. 

 

Current United Way Social Media Audit 

About the organization 

The United Way of Southeast Mississippi (United Way SEMS) is a nonprofit 

organization based in Hattiesburg, Mississippi that serves the surrounding areas of Forrest, 

Lamar and Perry counties (United Way of Southeast Mississippi, n.d.). With a mission of 

improving lives by leading and mobilizing the caring power of Southeast Mississippi, the 

organization has four primary focuses: education, financial stability, health and support services. 

They do this through a collective community effort to raise money and encourage volunteerism 

for a multitude of area nonprofits, as well as manage their own community programs. 

United Way SEMS is a small staff of only eight members (United Way of Southeast 

Mississippi, n.d.). Three staff members are focused on the initiative of Friends for Financial 

Freedom, one is focused on their education initiative, two are in administrative roles, one role is 
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filled to manage relationships and the last is to coordinate campaigns and communications. With 

a small staff, each of which filling multiple roles, managing social media is a difficult task. 

Social media primarily falls on the Campaign and Communications Associate.  

 

Current Social Media Use 

Before making a social media plan, it is important to review the current social media 

framework and its effectiveness. The following section will detail analytics from each social 

media as available for the timeframe of July 2013 through December 2013, as it is the most 

recent measurable timeframe. 

As of December 2013, United Way of Southeast Mississippi was utilizing Facebook and 

Twitter as their primary means of social media. They were also using YouTube, Flikr and 

GaggleAmp. In January 2014, they added PushLocal to their social media lineup. 

 

Facebook 

United Way of Southeast Mississippi’s Facebook page is a proper representation of their 

brand. The cover photo shows children wearing the highly recognizable “Live United” t-shirts 

holding signs that read “Thank You!” Their profile photo is their logo. The four visible tabs 

include photos, likes, map and videos. While this imagery matches their brand, the photos do not 

assist in informing visitors who or what United Way SEMS is. 

As of December 31, 2013, United Way SEMS’s Facebook page had 800 “Likes” or 

“Followers.” Since July 1, 2013, this is an increase of 2.7%. During this period, the organization 

posted 84 times, averaging a post every 2.2 days, posting up to four times in one day, and 

breaking for up to sixteen days. This breakdown includes 20 links, 30 photos, two videos, two 
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shared updates and 30 status updates. The post that had the highest total reach was a video posted 

on September 12, 2013 to promote the ARC’s Golf Ball Drop. By observing the average total 

reach of each type of status update, videos received the highest average (882). However, this 

included only two video posts to observe. The second highest was status updates, with an 

average total reach of 350.73. Links averaged the lowest average total reach (85.85). 

Engagement for individual posts by type mirror the results of total reach. Eight different posts 

received negative feedback, including six photos and two status updates. 

 

Twitter 

 United Way SEMS’s Twitter profile does not accurately match their branding nor their 

other social media profiles. United Way SEMS uses the organization logo as their primary photo, 

but it does not fit properly, they are not currently utilizing the background imagery, and the 

description is fully telling of what they do. 

United Way SEMS’s Twitter has 407 followers, and during the audit time period posted 

73 times. Unfortunately, there is little to no interaction with these followers, as only three tweets 

were retweeted once, and only one tweet was favorited. Hashtags were rarely used, and no other 

Twitter users were ever mentioned. The lack of these connection tools can likely be attributed to 

the fact that 85% of these tweets were direct feeds from Facebook, not allowing full use of 

Twitter tools. 

 

YouTube 

 United Way of Southeast Mississippi’s YouTube channel is not being utilized to its 

fullest extent. While they are consistent with their other social media profiles in that the 
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organization’s logo is used as the primary photo, the background image is not being utilized. 

There is no information under the “About” section, no links to other social media or the company 

website are offered, and it does not appear they subscribe to any other YouTube channels. 

While United Way SEMS has been using their YouTube page for over five years, they 

currently only have five subscriptions. There are currently 22 videos on the page, averaging 210 

views with the highest viewed video reaching 1,270 views. The video with the most reach was a 

30-second commercial for the organization’s annual Home Sweet Home Raffle – a large annual 

fundraiser. The video with the least reach (19 views) was a photo slideshow of the 2013 Annual 

Meeting. 

 

Flikr 

 United Way of Southeast Mississippi currently uses Flikr, but primarily as an online 

location to hold photos. The primary photo is the organization’s logo, but the background image 

is stock imagery and their profile has no organizational information. There are 17 albums since 

they joined in June 2011, but none of the photos are mapped or tagged, and there are no 

followers. 

 

PushLocal & GaggleAmp 

 PushLocal is a very new social media outlet for United Way and the greater Hattiesburg 

Area. The organization has just started using this medium in January 2014, and very few other 

organizations in the area are using it. This provided no information for analysis. 

 GaggleAmp is a social media management tool that allows United Way to post across 

multiple platforms as well as plan posts in advance. It helps in measuring the current social 
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media efforts. GaggleAmp is the social media management tool used by the national United 

Way, and occasionally provides recommended updates for local organizations to use. Only five 

Twitter posts have been shared using this outlet, therefore there was minute information for 

analysis.  

 

Social Media Action Plan: Goals, Objectives 

 During an organizational meeting with United Way of Southeast Mississippi’s 

Communications Committee, it was decided that the primary need was to educate United Way’s 

publics on what United Way’s mission is, what they do for the community, and how donor’s 

money is utilized. Additionally, the discussion continued that the untapped market is that of 

young professionals – the future major donors. This confirmed previous studies that indicate the 

young professional market is the up-and-coming market for major donors to nonprofit 

organizations.  

 Because United Way SEMS has a small staff with limited recourses, it is recommended 

that the organization focus their efforts on three primary social media outlets. According to Pew 

Research Internet Project, Facebook is still the primary social media site of choice; therefore it 

will be one of the recommended platforms (Duggan & Smith, 2013). Twitter and Instagram are 

far below Facebook in adoption numbers, but these platforms are being used by young adults and 

are reportedly checked multiple times a day (Duggan & Smith, 2013). Because this is one of the 

target publics, Twitter will be the second social media outlet recommendation. Finally, it is 

recommended that United Way SEMS create and maintain a blog. Previously discussed research 

indicates that Millenials want to know how nonprofits are affecting their interests, and a blog is 
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the best way to truly share this by allowing them to explicate their stories that are shared through 

Facebook and Twitter. 

 While United Way SEMS already uses additional other social media outlets, it is not 

recommended that extra effort be made to those outlets, but they should not be left dormant. 

Photos and videos should be added to the Flikr and YouTube pages on a regular basis. Because 

PushLocal is an up-and-coming social media outlet, it has very low adoption numbers and very 

few current businesses participating. For this reason, it is recommended that United Way SEMS 

cease use of this outlet. GaggleAmp can still be used to make posts on various platforms because 

it is used by the national organization, but the organization should be very aware that posts are 

formatted for each platform. 

 In order to be successful in social media, each outlet must have the same overarching 

goal in mind, but must be focused on individually. Therefore, the goal will be for all social 

media, but objectives, strategies and tactics will be individualized for each medium. Ideally, this 

same goal will flow into the organization’s other marketing efforts as well. 

 

Goal: Educate individuals about what United Way of Southeast Mississippi does, 

and how a donation and volunteering directly impacts their local community. 

 

Objectives: 

All objectives are to be measured within the four months of this campaign. 

Facebook:  

• Increase the number of Facebook followers by 10% 

• Obtain an average of ten likes and two comments per post 
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• Have at least two posts shared a month 

 

Twitter:  

• Increase the number of Twitter followers by 10%  

• Increase interaction among Twitter followers; specifically by receiving 50 retweets, 

replies or mentions  

 

Blog 

• Attain 25 viewers per week in the first two months; 50 viewers per week in the final two 

months 

• Receive 10 comments and respond to each comment 

 

Other 

• Obtain an additional 100 email sign-ups through social media channels for the 

organization’s e-newsletter  

• Increase website traffic by 10% through social media promotions 

 

Social Media Action Plan: Strategies, Tactics 

 With a goal of educating their publics about what they do and how they affect the local 

community, United Way of Southeast Mississippi should implore a strategic campaign that does 

just that. Posts should focus on topics such as addressing any misconceptions, discussing some of 

the day-to-day operations, sharing success stories of local people, and updating donors on how 

their money is performing, to name a few. Tactical tools listed below are just a few 
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recommendations to get United Way SEMS started in their social media campaign. Because 

social media is constantly changing and must adapt regularly to current events, United Way 

SEMS must adjust accordingly.  

  

Strategy: Develop an educational campaign that connects on an individual level 

across all social media outlets that informs publics about who United Way is, 

what they do, and how they affect the local community. 

 

Tactics: 

Facebook 

• Include a “Join my mailing list” link for email sign-ups on top four tabs.  

• Tag individuals in shared photos 

• Share links to blog posts 

• Purchase Facebook advertising (geographically targeted) promoting posts of particular 

interest (those that are performing well) 

 

Twitter 

• Host monthly Twitter chats 

• Post links to blog posts 

• Retweet relevant tweets from followers 

• Reply to tweets from followers 

• Mention followers when applicable (i.e. recognizing volunteers/donors) 

• Purchase promoted tweets that are geographically targeted 
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Blog 

• Post at least once a week 

• Allow partner organizations to guest blog 

• Cross promote stories from the e-newsletter on the blog 

• Encourage donors to guest blog 

 

Other 

• Include links to all social media outlets on the website 

• Reference social media profiles on traditional advertising 

• Feed blog onto website 

• Ensure profile photos are being utilized properly and branding is consistent across all 

platforms  

 

Measurement / Evaluation 

 As with any promotional campaign, United Way of Southeast Mississippi must measure 

the progress during and after the campaign. At the end of the four-month campaign, United Way 

SEMS should review the original objectives and measure the results. These can easily be done 

through simply monitoring the analytics of each site; however, there are additional social media 

monitoring tools available. Social Mention is one that can help an organization find out what 

others are saying about them on social media; TweetReach can help measure the reach of tweets 

on Twitter; HootSuite can help organize managing multiple platforms as well as provide 

analytics; and the list goes on. 
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 Once the objectives have been measured at the close of the campaign, new objectives 

should be written. Without constant and specific social media objectives, it is difficult to tell if 

these communication efforts are being used to their fullest potential. 

 

Summary 

 United Way of Southeast Mississippi can use social media outlets to connect with their 

publics. Even though these tools may not have been properly utilized in the past, it is not too late 

to make a positive change to truly foster dialogue and nurture new and old relationships. By 

focusing their educational campaign efforts in Facebook, Twitter and blogging, United Way can 

not only connect with current donors, but also begin to tap into a growing market of future 

donors that is young professionals. 

 Social media is a unique tool in an organization’s communications tool belt. While it can 

be an incredibly influential tool when used correctly, it can also tarnish the brand of an 

organization. Even the most inclusive social media plan cannot cover all possible considerations. 

However, this detailed social media plan should provide the staff with the tools needed to begin 

to harness the power of social media.  
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