
Communication Planning for Rural 
Health Systems

Pauline W. Hoffmann, Ph.D.

Associate Professor, St. Bonaventure University

Senior Health Fellow, Cattaraugus County Health Department

Richard P. Nathan Public Policy Fellow, Rockefeller Institute of Government



Learning Objectives

▪Participants will be able to use available secondary research 
and social listening to develop a strategic communication plan.

▪Participants will understand which communication tactics to use 
in different communication situations including in a crisis.

▪Participants will be able to recognize and try to dispel 
disinformation and misinformation related to health care.



What is important in Communication?

▪ Truth

▪ Trust

▪Perceptions

▪Social Listening

▪Empathy

▪Research

▪Audience

Ask:

▪ Who is my audience (demographics, 
psychographics, other)?

▪ What do they know/think/feel about us?

▪ What do we know/think/feel about them?

▪ What do they say about us? How? Tone? 
Outlet (nonverbals)?

▪ What do I want people to do (persuasion)?



Research (Who is your audience?)

▪ Demographics
▪ Census.gov
▪ NYS SPARCS Data
▪ County Health Rankings
▪ NYS Dashboard (other state dashboards)

▪ Psychographics
▪ ESRI Tapestry Segmentation Data

▪ Other considerations
▪ SES
▪ Generations
▪ Cultures

▪ Power Distance
▪ Collectivism vs Individualism
▪ Uncertainty Avoidance
▪ Masculinity vs Femininity

▪ Race/Ethnicity
▪ ?



Communication Audit

Understand and review all communication. 

▪Website

▪Social media

▪ Traditional media

▪ Internal communication

▪Communication with community partners

▪Collateral materials

▪Brand identity



Communication Audit

What questions should you ask?

▪What materials does our audience see, hear, and feel?
▪ Have an understanding of material you share.

▪Do we have an identity?
▪ If our audience were to see/hear/feel something, would they know it is 

from us?

▪What do we know?
▪ Do we know what our audience thinks of us? Do we know how they 

gather and process information?



Social Listening

▪Determine appropriate social media channels used by our 
audience. 

▪Determine community opinion leaders and influencers.

▪Determine best communication channels/methods/messages.

▪ "Listen" beyond the usual channels.

▪ Listen and Hear (voice to the voiceless – boo)

The World Health Organization defines social listening as "the regular and systematic 
aggregation, filtering and monitoring of conversations and public discourse in a combination 
of traditional media, digital media, off-line and on-line sources of information that represent 
different populations and geographies."



Social Listening

▪What are people saying about us?
▪ Social listening involves content analysis of social media channels as 

well as other outlets like focus groups, surveys, in-depth interviews, 
traditional media, conversations. Determine community opinion leaders 
and influencers.

▪What is the tone/nature of the conversation?
▪ Should we respond?

▪ Are people asking questions we should answer?

▪ Should we not respond?



Perceptions



Generations



Internal Communication

▪How can we improve internal communication?
▪ Newsletters (print/electronic)

▪ Emails 

▪ Gatherings

▪ Lunch and Learns

▪ What is your organizational culture?

▪ What have you done in the past that has worked?

▪ What would you like to try?

▪ What do people suggest?

▪ Other programming?



External Communication

▪Advertising
▪ Social advertising

▪ Traditional advertising

▪ Other outlets? (examples: church bulletins, school newsletters, local 
club newsletters)

▪Public Relations
▪ Develop relationships with media outlets (traditional, usually)

▪ Promotional campaigns (events, health observances, clinics, 
education)

▪ Collateral material (press kit, brochures, social media posts, website, 
videos)



Social Media



Crisis Communication

▪Work with your Emergency 
Preparedness Team to ensure 
you have appropriate 
communication tactics in place 
in case of emergency.



Infodemics (Disinformation)



Infodemics (Disinformation)



Three Key Take-Aways

▪Secondary research sources are out there and available for use 
to help determine your audience and drive your strategic and 
communication planning. 

▪Urban and rural communication tactics may overlap but rural 
health care systems have specific communication challenges 
not faced by urban systems. That said, though, many of the 
same tactics may be used but with some caveats…

▪Disinformation is here to stay. How we approach it and respond 
to it will help determine how effective our communication may 
be.



Questions?
Please be sure to complete the session evaluation!
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Dr. Hoffmann is an associate professor in the Jandoli School of Communication, a New York State senior public 
health fellow with the Cattaraugus County Health Department, a Richard P. Nathan Public Policy Fellow with the 
Rockefeller Institute of Government, and an entrepreneur. She is the owner of Data Doyenne, a LinkedIn 
newsletter and upcoming podcast titled WTF? (What the Facts?) which delves into disinformation and the 
infodemic.

She received her doctorate and master’s degrees in communication from the State University of New York at 
Buffalo and her Bachelor of Science degree in biology from St. Bonaventure University. Additionally, she completed 
the World Health Organization Infodemic Manager Training Program. Her research and teaching focus on 
infodemics, conflict management, conflict resolution, and corporate communication and strategy. Prior to going into 
academia, Dr. Hoffmann worked in creative services for Catholic Health. She also recently served as the deans of 
the Jandoli School of Communication and graduate studies.

She is also the author of WTF? (What the Facts?) an Infodemiologists Guide to the Truth (available May, 2024).

Her role as a senior health fellow includes strategic and communication planning and implementation. Her 
Rockefeller policy fellowship deals with the infodemic and policy issues surrounding it.

Contact Dr. Hoffmann: info@datadoyenne

Pauline W. Hoffmann, Ph.D. | LinkedIn

https://www.linkedin.com/in/pwhoffmann/


Resources

▪Edelman Trust Barometer

▪U.S. Census

▪NYS SPARCS Data

▪County Health Rankings

▪NYS Dashboard 

▪ESRI Tapestry Segmentation Data

https://www.edelman.com/trust/2023/trust-barometer
https://www.census.gov/
https://www.health.ny.gov/statistics/sparcs/submission/#:~:text=The%20SPARCS%20data%20submission%20system%20collects%20pre-adjudicated%20discharge,treatment%20center%20licensed%20to%20provide%20ambulatory%20surgery%20services.
https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/
https://www.health.data.ny.gov/
https://www.esri.com/en-us/arcgis/products/data/overview?rsource=https%3A%2F%2Fesriurl.com%2Fzipcodelookup#data-demo
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