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Over the last decade, researchers and family life educators have noted the way the 

Internet has changed how parents and families search for information online (Elliott, 1999; 

Radey & Randolph, 2009).  Recently, researchers have begun to pay more attention to the 

growing popularity of social media (or social networking services) and the subsequent 

opportunities for marketing and engagement in family life education.  The numbers of adults 

who use social media provide some of the rationale for utilizing social media tools in parenting 

or related interventions.  For example, recent reports from Pew Internet Research reveal that two-

thirds of adults online participate in social networking sites (e.g., Facebook or MySpace), and the 

frequency of social networking users has doubled in the last 2 years alone (Madden & Zickuhr, 

2011).  This trend is not expected to decline and more likely represents a permanent shift, 

especially because of youth presence (Anderson & Rainie, 2010).  To date, there are no formal 

guidelines or evidence-based “best practices” for incorporating social media strategies into 

family life education programming.  

While there are a host of recommended practices for the use of social media throughout 

business or marketing blogs and forums, it is unclear how much of an empirical base there is, 

especially when applied to educational efforts.  Seeking to address these gaps, efforts to develop 

and evaluate social media strategies designed to promote the use of two parenting websites are 

discussed in this paper.  Specifically, this analysis includes (a) a brief summary of existing 

efforts which reveal social media marketing effectiveness, (b) a description of the process used 



to develop policies and procedures to guide social media efforts for the two websites, and (c) a 

model for evaluating the reach of social media messages and its impact on website usage.    

Social Media 

The Internet, and in particular social networking sites, video sharing sites, blogs, and 

other forms of content sharing, has changed family life education audiences’ online attitudes and 

needs.  These changes are characterized by the shifts from expert to consumer control of 

information (Smith, 2008) as online participants are no longer merely “audiences” they are also 

contributors.  Indeed, family life education has shifted from expert-driven to consumer-generated 

content where audience choices and judgments are increasingly based on inputs friends, peers, 

and strangers online and thus, shifting the control of content toward consumers and away from 

family life educators.  Marketing scholars believe that “the value attributed to these applications 

is not based on the classic customer value approach but rather on some feeling of achievement 

through personal gratification” (Constantinides & Fountain, 2008, p. 237).  Family life educators 

can either resist or embrace these changes, but research revealing the behavior of social network 

users and positive effects of social media marketing implies the latter has potential to reach and 

teach many contemporary individuals and families.    

Additional support for the use of social media in family life programming can be found in 

the research on health information searches, marketing campaigns and social marketing impact 

evaluations.  For example, approximately 15% of social networking users report receiving health 

information on these sites, and nearly one-fourth of social networking users follow friends’ 

experiences or updates on such issues (Fox, 2011).  Likewise, marketing researchers for one 

company found that the elasticity of social networking efforts surrounding “new customer” and 

longer-term referrals are between 8.5 and 30 times higher than traditional means of advertising 



(Trusov, Bucklin & Pauwels, 2009).  Additionally, researchers reveal at least short-term and 

preliminary effects of “word-of-mouth” campaigns via social networking sites, but a model is 

needed for long-term effects of this type of marketing (Trusov, Bucklin, & Pauwels).  Thus, the 

potential of social marketing efforts in family life education recruitment efforts is documented.  

For example, preliminary results of a few social marketing campaigns on smoking prevention 

and nutrition speak to the potential effects of social media marketing on promoting positive 

health attitudes and behaviors (Evans, 2008).  However, formal evaluations of such initiatives are 

limited.  A model is needed that includes initial recruitment (e.g., making people aware of a site) 

and retention strategies (keeping parents and families engaged in the content). 

Social media can be used for recruitment efforts in family life education programming.  

This includes making potential participants aware of a site, driving them to content, and having 

them share information with others.  Social media can also be used for online program retention.  

This can include, but is not limited to, efforts to keep participants interested, driving them back 

to content within a site, and keeping them engaged in the content.  Here, we discuss both 

recruitment and retention efforts of two parent education websites.    

Parenting 24/7 and Just in Time Parenting 

Parenting 24/7 and Just in Time Parenting (JITP) are two parenting websites that provide 

parents with “on-demand” research-based information, along with audio- and video-based 

content.  Parenting 24/7 (www.parenting247.org) content contains recent news and articles 

written by extension parenting or family life contributors that focus on common concerns and 

issues of developmental importance for the purpose of strengthening parenting or caregiving 

strategies for infants, young children, older children, and teens (e.g., competence/confidence, and 

guidance/discipline).  JITP (www.extension.org/parenting) is another website, which provides 



research-based information to parents.  JITP offers readers current news, topical articles, fact 

sheets, access to experts in the field, and features age-paced content by producing newsletters 

that are delivered via e-mail.  Each online newsletter contains links that take the user back to the 

website for additional information.  Social media efforts for both websites include the use of 

Facebook to share content and engage with users.   

In the current exploratory analysis, we describe our social media marketing strategies, 

including the development of policies, procedures, and guidelines for using Facebook.  Then, we 

provide a description for two methods we used to evaluate the short-term impact of each effort.  

We will conclude with a general discussion of the promise and challenges associated with this 

approach to family life educational programming. 

Developing Guidelines for Social Media Usage 

 Both JITP and Parenting 24/7 have independent Facebook pages but the process for 

developing them was similar; Parenting 24/7’s Facebook page will be used as an example.  One 

of the initial steps in a social media strategy for Parenting 24/7 was to develop policies and 

guidelines for how the strategy would be carried out.  The social media team consisted of a 

university professor associated with both parenting websites, two graduate students, and two 

undergraduate students.  The team used a collaborative process based largely on personal 

experience and recommended practices from business marketing sources to establish policies and 

procedures for a social media strategy using Facebook.  Our main objective was to articulate 

explicit guidelines about using Facebook in family life education so that would be easy for 

contributors to follow.   



We first identified the specific purpose of our social media strategy: to expand the 

websites’ audiences and disseminate research-based information that participants can use and 

share in other online communities and conversations about infants, children, and families.  

We identified our primary audience as parents, grandparents, or caregivers who have primary 

responsibility for raising children, and our secondary audience as friends, relatives, and 

professionals (home visitors, child care providers, parenting educators, teachers, etc.) who serve 

families and can pass on advice or information to parents and other caregivers.   

We then developed guidelines that focused on how to execute the media strategy.  The 

social media team created the overall “look and feel” of our social presence.  This team was also 

charged with providing support  and encouragement while facilitating interactions with “fans” 

who may also post or share information on the sites and “spread the word” about these two 

parent information resources.  For example, all contributors were assigned specific age groups 

(e.g., posts specific for parents of toddlers or teens) and days of the week they were to post.  

Individual posting responsibilities included one to three posts each day (but not to exceed 3).  On 

the days the contributor was assigned, he or she was also monitored posts every few hours, 

responding to parents’ questions and concerns or deleting unwanted messages (e.g., on one 

occasion a “spam” post reached the Facebook page, and it was taken off by the assigned 

contributor within 2 hours).  To ensure we received all comments, questions, and unwanted spam 

in a timely manner, we utilized automatic messages sent by Facebook, which indicate when 

someone has shared or commented on a post.   

We also established guidelines for the types of posts that would likely be most engaging 

to parents (see Figure 1 for an example of a post).  We decided to maintain an inviting and kind, 

universal “voice” that was uplifting and encouraging.  We thought this voice would best present 



our content as useful and engaging.  In keeping with the objectives of each program, we decided 

that posts must provide true and factual information with an educational and or academic 

foundation.  Additionally, posts were designed to be short and easy to read.  This was 

accomplished by maintaining a professional tone, and avoiding the use of academic jargon, the 

personal pronoun “I,” or writing in a passive voice.  The social media team also established 

policies that prohibited unauthorized use of the site by contributors (e.g., using the page for their 

own personal or financial gain).    

  

                        Figrue 1. Example of Facebook post. 

With regard to actual posts, the highest priority posts were information from Parenting 

24/7, JITP, and research-based news or current events (e.g., legislation regarding child safety or 

care).  Our medium priorities were content from other sites, personal experience, parent or child-

related humor, and activities.  Finally, low priority posts included announcements about events 

or opportunities, product reviews, and seasonal interests.  In order to ensure that posts were 

consistent with the purpose of this initiative, we established credibility guidelines.  The 

credibility guidelines included (a) maintaining valid sources of information (e.g., research-based 



content), (b) being cautious of the motive of the piece (e.g., organizational values that contradict 

research or safety of parents and children), and (c) viewing the material to be posted in its 

entirety (e.g., reading the entire article before posting the link).   

Evaluating Reach- Facebook Analytics  

 We used two approaches to evaluate the short-term effects of our social media strategy.  

First, we examined the ways in which fans interacted with the Facebook pages.  Then, we 

assessed whether the Facebook campaigns influenced traffic to the main Parenting 24/7 and 

JITP websites.  

Facebook fans.  After 18 months, Parenting 24/7 accumulated 119 fans.  Facebook 

Insights1, Facebook’s analytic tool, also provides page administrators with user demographic 

information.  For instance, Parenting 24/7 fans are predominately female, between the ages of 25 

and 44, and live in the United States (see Figure 2).  With regard to the JITP Facebook page, a 

similar pattern emerged (see Figure 3).  According to the “Facebook Insights” data, in just under 

24 months, JITP has amassed a mostly female following of 147 fans (68% female and 27% 

male).  JITP female fans ranged in age from 18-55 (and older) with the majority being 25-54 

years old, while male fans range in age from 25-55 (and older) with the majority being over 55 

years of age.  Likewise, the majority of fans from both sites are from the United States, and 

reportedly read English.  

 

                                                                 
1
 Facebook Insights is a free tool that tracks usage of Facebook pages. 



 

Figure 2.  Parenting 24/7 Facebook demographics.   

 

Figure 3.  JITP Facebook demographics. 

Page and post views.  Facebook analytics also provides administrators with information 

on what visitors are looking at when they come to the page and where they are coming from, if 

not directly from Facebook.  A fan may view posts on their own wall, the timeline of all their 

friends and interest’s posts, or they may view posts by coming to Parenting 24/7 or JITP’s 

Facebook page; their views may depend on the frequency of their views of the page.  

Additionally, others who are not fans may have viewed posts by coming directly to the site or 

because someone shared a Parenting 24/7 post on their own Facebook wall.  Each post was 



evaluated using “Facebook Insights”, which allow administrators to assess all user activity by 

day, week, and month providing raw data on each post.  For instance, “Impressions” is one type 

of evaluation tool which constitutes the raw number of times a post has been viewed; a particular 

post of a video explaining the benefits of gardening with children was viewed 359 times.  This 

information can also be viewed across posts, for example from September 13th to October 13th, 

2011 all posts were viewed 2002 times.   

Engagement.  Fans show differing commitment to the page.  For example, some fans 

“like” or comment on articles regularly while others post their own videos or articles.  We 

characterize engagement through Facebook as the “likes”, fan posts or comments, and shared 

material (e.g., when fans share their own videos, pictures, or articles).  Although we only have 

access to insight and analytic tools for information on Parenting 24/7 and JITP, the number of 

engagements and the number of friends is public.  It is helpful to look at engagement in context; 

for example, parenting.com’s Facebook page has 108,540 fans.  One of their popular posts 

elicited 238 engagements.  In other words, about .2% of their fans liked or commented on this 

particular post although this percentage should be interpreted with caution because fans can like 

and comment on a post, and we do not discriminate between the two here.  In a Parenting 24/7 

post about vaccine myths, we received 348 impressions and one person liked it, giving us a 

feedback rate of .29%.    

There are a variety of ways to measure engagement via Facebook.  Facebook has a public 

buzz indicator that is available for all to see.  This metric is called “People are Talking About 

This” and includes many forms of engagement: individuals who like the page, when a post is 

shared, “fans” mentioning Parenting 24/7 in a post, when individuals RSVP to events, whe 

“fans” answer polls, when “fans” make a comment, when “fans” like a post, or checking into to a 



location.  In other words, if any of the aforementioned activity takes place, one can see it by 

utilizing the “People Talking About This” feature.  For example on October 31st, four people 

were “Talking About” Parenting 24/7 or in other words, were in some way engaging with the 

Facebook page.  Although there is debate about which metrics are most critical, Facebook 

promotes engagement as the key indicator from a marketing perspective.  If we measure success 

by engagement, then this information offers some indication of posts that are most successful.   

Despite the engagement indicators, sometimes the success of a post seems random, 

making it very difficult to see how one post significantly differs from others.  For example, both 

a post about the new food pyramid and one about kids being asked by doctors about their 

Facebook usage elicited likes and comments on the Parenting 24/7 page.  Posts, such as these, 

are linked to other reliable sources of information and not the data on Parenting 24/7 or JITP.  

However, we are unsure how or why these posts successfully engaged parents.  It is possible that 

engagement is related to timing.  Other topics in the media may influence how interesting a post 

is such as with the food pyramid post.  This topic was being heavily covered in the media.  Also 

“fan” interests may play a role in engagement; perhaps Parenting 24/7 fans over represent 

parents interested in obesity prevention.     

Google Analytics  

Referral patterns.  Finally, we evaluated referral patterns from Facebook to one of the 

parent sites, JITP.  Using Google Analytics2, a web analytic program that provides descriptive 

statistics revealing insight into traffic to the websites, we can better understand information about 

the Facebook visitors and the content they viewed over the last 22 months. 

                                                                 
2
 Google analytics is a free tool that tracks usage of websites. 



Contributors began directing viewers to the JITP website via Facebook in mid-December 

2009.  Since that time (through October 1, 2011), Facebook sent 981 viewers to the JITP website 

where 3,292 pages were viewed.  JITP had 211,378 visits during this time period and 617,890 

pages were viewed.  Facebook referrals viewed an average of 3.35 pages per visit and spent an 

average of 2 minutes and 2 seconds on the website.  However the referrals came in sporadically, 

suggesting that on days when Facebook posts corresponded with website content, fans clicked on 

the content and came to the site more than on days were the Facebook posts consisted of other 

material.  Overall, Facebook was ranked 8th among referral sources to the JITP website 

Viewer location.  Google Analytics also revealed where Facebook viewers originated 

from at the level of country, state, and city.  According to these analytics, JITP Facebook 

viewers came from 8 different countries: United States, Turkey, Singapore, Australia, Iraq, 

United Arab Emirates, Canada, and United Kingdom. Within the United States, JITP Facebook 

viewers came from 28 states.  The top five states included Iowa, Kentucky, Kansas, New York, 

and Florida.  

Viewer specifics.  In addition to referral patterns and viewer location, Google Analytics 

also provided more specific information regarding JITP visitors.  For example, we can see how 

many visitors were new (64%) versus returning (36%), what languages they viewed the website 

in, what pages they exited from, and the length and depth of visits.  These analytics also provide 

information on the types of browsers and operating systems used, as well as the type of mobile 

devices used by Facebook visitors.  For example, of the mobile users who accessed JITP via 

Facebook, 19 used iPhones, 9 used iPads, and 9 used Android devices.  

 Viewer interests. With regard to what Facebook users were looking for on the main JITP 

eXtension page.  Some of the most popular pages included the 1 month old baby page, the home 



page, eNewsletter webpage, a webinar on bullying, and a page on bullying resources for parents.  

Analytics also allowed the top exit pages to be tracked as well as what percent of users left after 

only viewing one page (see Figure 4).  These pages are different than JITP’s overall top page 

views, for example the Bullying Webinar is ranked 42 overall, and the average time spent on the 

page is one minute 17 seconds.   

# Page Title Pageviews Avg. Time on Page 

1 eXtension - Objective. Research-based. Credible. 208 00:16 

2 Your 1 Month Old Baby - eXtension 198 00:11 

3 Just In Time Parenting eNewsletters - eXtension 168 00:35 

4 eXtension - Search results 158 00:30 

5 Parenting – eXtension 148 00:32 

6 

Bullying: What We Know Now (Webinar) - 

eXtension Event 79 02:48 

7 Bullying: Resources for Parents - eXtension 69 01:35 

8 Early Parenting and Feeding Practices - eXtension 59 02:25 

9 Families, Food and Fitness - eXtension 59 00:14 

10 
Nutrition and Physical Activity in Child Care – 
eXtension 59 00:11 

Figure 4.  Average time spent on each page by Facebook users. 

Limitations and Recommendations 

 As presented here, there is a vast amount of opportunities for data collection when 

assessing reach and engagement via social networking sites, such as Facebook.  So the limitation 

in this case, is not having data, but rather interpreting whether and how this data provides 

evidence for achieving meaningful goals.  This social media strategy targeted increased reach.  

There are several ways to measure reach: the number of“fans” of the site, content views on 

Facebook, engagement on Facebook, referrals back to the parent site, time spent on the parent 

site, and the content viewed on the parent site.  There is no clear evidence as to which of these 

metrics corresponds most closely with the overarching goal of the parenting websites: to provide 

unbiased, research-based information to parents or caregivers.   



Additionally, it is unclear if and how parent engagement with websites and social media 

enhance their knowledge and influence behavior; researchers should consider these questions in 

future research  Although it may be that engagement with social media may be the best predictor 

of behavioral influence as it is in itself a behavioral measure and seems to indicate a greater 

commitment (it takes more effort to comment on something than to just read it) there is a lack of 

data showing this connection.  The next step in our research is to follow up with parents who use 

Parenting 24/7 and JITP to try to answer some of these questions; in addition to assessing the 

overall impact of our initiatives, we plan to, explore relationships between participant attitudes or 

knowledge and the analytic data we have available.  In addition, researchers could collect data 

from parents to explore parent preferences and online behaviors, linking it to analytic data as 

described here so that recommendations and guidelines for parent recruitment and retention can 

be made.  

While this research represents one of few formal attempts to analyze efforts for 

developing and evaluating social media strategies to promote parenting websites, the current 

exploration was limited to a Facebook “marketing campaign”.  There are other platforms for 

social media such as Twitter and blogs.  While out of the scope of this research, a preliminary 

assessment reveals that blogs, specifically, are showing some promise in referring individuals to 

our parenting sites.  Currently a private blog is JITP’s 14th referral source; this blog is not 

operated by the site creators.  There are four other independent blogs that are also among top 

referral sources.  In addition to this representing an underutilized community it also is indicative 

of the changing nature of the web.  By providing this information online, Parenting 24/7 and 

JITP can engage in informal learning spaces.  To optimize the potential of social media, 

researchers and practitioners should consider using and evaluating a combination of these tools.  



Conclusion 

 Parenting 24/7 and JITP are two parenting websites that provide accessible, research-

based parenting information and utilize social media to reach and engage participants.  

Developing guidelines and procedures for a social media strategy are central to the efforts 

discussed in this paper.  Accumulatively, Parenting 24/7 and JITP have 266 “fans” who receive 

regular updates of parenting related information via an online social network that they are 

already utilizing, Facebook.  Views of the content and engagement with the content vary from 

post to post, and this provides some indication of the relevance of each.  At least for JITP, 

Facebook refers both new and returning users to the parent site; it is the 8 th top referral source.  A 

process for translating analytic metrics from Facebook and Google to meaningful information for 

program administrators needs to be developed and will likely require following up with online 

participants.  Additionally, other online social media platforms should be investigated.  Although 

the exact relationship between social media and learning outcomes remains unclear, it can be a 

powerful tool for recruitment and retention.        
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