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T
his article is the first in a two-

part series that explains the pur-

pose and practical application 

of Twitter for benefits profession-

als. 

If you’re not yet using Twitter, you 

may think the ubiquitous site — that asks 

“What are you doing?” and gives you only 

140 characters to answer — is just a bunch 

of nonsense and online noise. But, before 

you dismiss Twitter as just an Ashton 

Kutcher- and Oprah Winfrey-inspired fad, 

keep reading to learn more about Twitter 

and its value for benefits professionals.

What is Twitter anyway?
Twitter is a simple, public platform 

that lets you exchange information with 

people through short notes or 

“tweets.” Anyone can read your 

tweets by “following” you (es-

sentially, subscribing to your 

page) or viewing your profile 

page. You can also use count-

less search tools and third-par-

ty applications to search all the 

tweets based on keywords or 

topics of interest. 

What makes Twitter inter-

esting is that the millions of 

people using it are having short, ongoing 

conversations, ranging from simply en-

tertaining or silly to detailed and thought-

provoking. Many people describe Twitter 

as an online cocktail party, and while at 

first glance, there’s just a bunch of noise, if 

you listen a little more close-

ly, you’ll see that people are 

exchanging interesting and 

valuable information and/or 

just having a good time. 

Why is it valuable?
T w i t t e r  h a s  m a n y 

v a l u a b l e  a p p l i c a t i o n s 

— especially for business. 

SmartPulse, a weekly reader 

poll on social media, tracks 

feedback from leading marketers about 

social media practices and issues. Their 

May poll asked, “What is the primary way 

you use Twitter?” 

• 42%: Staying on top of breaking news/

trends.

• 23%: Broadcast messages and an-

nouncements about your company.

• 13%: Staying in touch with friends and 

family.

• 9%: Prospecting and lead genera-

tion.

• 8%: Monitoring what’s being said 

about you or your company.

• 5%: Customer service.

Those are all very relevant for benefits 

professionals — particularly staying on 

top of news and trends and understanding 

what’s being said about your company. 

Using Twitter and observing the inter-

actions is the best way to understand the 

value. All you have to do is sign up and 

you’ll be started in no time. 
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Simply go to www.twitter.com to sign up. 

Use your real name or something close to it if 

you can. Post a good photo. Put some thought 

into your 160-character profile description.

Learn the lingo: @replies, DMs and RTs
Twitter has a language all its own that 

helps you communicate with others and 

vice versa. 

For example, you can direct a tweet at an-

other person using the @reply. This lets your 

reader know that you’re responding to or di-

recting that comment at someone specific, 

and the person you’re talking to will see it in 

his or her browser. It is an easy way to “chat” 

on Twitter — but remember it is all public. 

However, a DM, or direct message, is a 

private tweet; you send it only to one person 

and only they can see it. It is like Twitter’s 

version of e-mail, but with a 140-character 

limit, of course. 

You’ll also see RT show up often on Twit-

ter. That is short for “retweet” and it just 

means that you’re passing along information 

that someone else posted. The original poster 

will likely thank you for the retweet, and that 

is a good way to grow followers. You’ll find 

that the Twitter community is very gracious 

and, in general, very polite; most people are 

generous with their “thank yous” and very 

conscientious to acknowledge where they 

get information.   

#Hashtags
Hashtags are a way to tag a Tweet with a 

specific topic. Hashtags evolve and change 

quickly depending on what topics are hot on 

any given day. Many conferences send out a 

specific hashtag for attendees to use when 

tweeting. It allows anyone to easily follow a 

conversation or specific topic through search 

applications. You can also see what topics are 

“trending up” — being talked about a lot — on 

any given day by following the hashtags on the 

side of your Twitter profile. When big news 

events are taking place, whether swine flu or 

an election, you can use hashtag searches to 

watch the conversation in real time.

Short urls
You’ll also see a lot of nontraditional-

looking urls in Tweets. They’re just truncated 

addresses from many third-party applica-

tions, like TinyURL, that shorten long Web 

addresses so they don’t take up so many pre-

cious characters in your tweets. 

Get followers (or not) 
Many people strive to gain new followers 

and attract attention from the Twitter com-

munity. This is the trickiest part of Twitter, 

and there is no magic formula for gaining 

followers — and it may not be something you 

need to worry about at all. 

Whether you want to get a ton of followers 

or prefer to stick to a close group of colleagues 

or friends, my advice is to be authentic and 

be yourself. Don’t overthink it, but tweets that 

are specific, relevant and have some person-

ality will be most interesting to other people. 

You can post what you’re reading, working 

on, doing or observing. It’s true, no one really 

cares that you’re buying coffee or eating an 

apple, but if doing one of those things puts 

you in an interesting place with interesting 

people, it just may be worth a tweet. 

Or, don’t worry about posting frequently 

or luring followers at all. You can identify 

people or topics that you’re interested in and 

observe the conversation and post when you 

have something to contribute. There are no 

set rules for how to use Twitter, and there is 

no reason you need to get a lot of followers. 

Twitter don’ts
• Don’t have long conversations using the 

@reply feature. Take it to e-mail, phone or 

in-person. 

• Don’t aggressively market yourself or 

anything else. Social media is most effective 

for the individuals and brands that are au-

thentic. If you add value, people will appreci-

ate your contribution. 

• Don’t post anything you wouldn’t want 

your boss, clients, coworkers, kids, mom or 

strangers to see. Remember, your Twitter 

profile is all public! —E.B.N.

Jennifer Benz is the founder of Benz Communica-
tions. She can be reached at jen@benzcommuni-
cations.com or on Twitter @jenbenz. Next month: 
More about using Twitter to broadcast messages 
and announcements about your company’s ben-
efits, its use for employee service and a profile of 
Ikea’s use of Twitter for wellness communication.  

Twitter
(FROM PAGE 12)

Get started! Benefits and HR people to follow
• benefitnews — EBN’s own Twitter feed, giving you all the news in 140 characters or 
less.
• ebneditor — EBN Editor-in-Chief Kelley Butler posts her take on the benefits news of 
the day and links to EBN’s blog and podcast site.
• benefitadviser — the Twitter feed of Employee Benefit Adviser, EBN’s sister publication 
covering broker news and trends.
• SHRM — the official Twitter presence of the Society for Human Resource Management.
• IFEBP — International Foundation of Employee Benefit Plans. Yep, they’re tweeting, too.
• kris_dunn — one of your own benefits peers, and blogger for hrcapitalist.com.
• 401khelpcenter — a leading online source of 401(k) and financial planning news and 
information, offering great tweets on retirement news.
• bjgrenier — if it relates to benefits and the law, she’s got it.
• EBRI — Employee Benefit Research Institute.

Like many of our local government and 

corporate peers, Palm Beach County, 

Fla., made the switch to the self-fund-

ing of our group health plan in 2003, when 

health trends were hitting 30%, 40% and, in 

our case, 50% at renewal. After long delib-

erations and a tiny leap of faith, the county 

decided to keep those profit margins insur-

ers were trying to capture through their out-

rageous renewal quotes.    

Just a few months into the sixth year of 

self-funding, the county can report a very 

comfortable surplus that will see us through 

a year in which layoffs are certain and raises 

are tabled. It’s allowed for a small amount 

of stability in an unstable climate, and I can 

report with certainty that making the shift 

to self-funding was the right thing to do. But 

there have been lessons learned along the 

way. 

A great supporting cast
First and foremost, partner with the best, 

and trust the guy with the crystal ball. A plan 

actuary is as key to the success of 

a self-funded plan as is the claims 

experience. These guys truly have 

a gift — or maybe just a really cool 

calculator — but they are essen-

tial. 

Of course, it should be said 

that despite the quality of the plan 

actuary, the commitment of man-

agement — in our case, the Board 

of Commissioners — to fund the 

plan according to the actuary’s 

projections is perhaps more im-

portant than the projections themselves. 

I have known a few great risk and benefits 

managers that have been run out of town at 

sunset when their self-insured funds went 

belly up. Usually, the reason can be traced 

back to top management failing to fund the 

plan according to the actuary’s projections. 

I never miss the chance to 

put my plan actuary in front of 

those top-level decision-mak-

ers and let him wow them with 

numbers, which will highlight 

his accuracy in years past and 

provide management with the 

faith his future projections will 

bear out.  

Also, a savvy benefits con-

sultant is worth his weight in 

gold when it comes to nego-

tiations with the ASO provider. 

Palm Beach County enjoys the services of 

an international consulting firm that brings 

with it the bargaining power of hundreds of 

thousands of lives. We’re a large local em-

ployer, but we don’t carry the same nego-

tiating strength of an international benefits 

consulting firm. The cost of the contract with 

this firm is returned year after year because of 

the clout it carries with the carriers. 

Know your data (really well)
Secondly, know your data. I mean, really 

know your data. Spend weekends with your 

data, take it on vacation and never, ever miss 

a chance to review it hot off the press.  

The reporting capabilities of your chosen 

ASO are as important as its claims-paying 

skills. Like a number of local government 

agencies, Palm Beach County still offers an 

HMO with capitation. If your self-funded 

plan does the same, insist on transparency. 

While reviewing data a few months into year 

three, we noticed a significant jump in the 

Self-insurance survival: Creating a health plan in unsuccessful times
by NaNcy l. boltoN

Nancy L. Bolton
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