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A 
rApidly growing percentAge of people 
now expect to communicate with others 
through the web and hand-held devices. in 
fact, studies and anecdotal evidence even 
suggest that hand held devices—phones, ipads, 

personal digital assistants (such as Blackberries, Androids and 
iphones), etc., are quickly replacing reliance on computers in 
many cases. 

where once we only used the web for getting informa-
tion, today, thanks to newer technologies and web 2.0—also 
known as the “participatory web”—we have moved beyond 
online sites that offer one-way information, to sites that allow 

users to interact with each other. the purpose of these “social 
networking sites” is to build community with an intended 
audience. Hundreds of sites exist, and a market analysis com-
pany named inStat announced in April 2011 that there are 
now more social network accounts in the world than there are 
people. (of the 10 billion social network accounts, however, 
only 4.5 billion are active.) 

if you google “social networking sites,” you will find an 
ever-changing list. which sites are beneficial? who uses each 
site? what are the costs involved? For vocation ministers, 
the question is: given constant developments in technology, 
which social networking sites have the greatest potential, 
especially knowing that each vocation minister has limited 
time? with those questions in mind, i’d like to share my expe-
rience in working with these tools and some of the knowledge 
i’ve gained from others with more expertise.

As a vocation director, i do not think of my ministry 
as marketing but rather as evangelization to educate about 
religious life and raise awareness of the gospel. How can in-
quirers choose what they don’t know? the potential to “be 
known” online is nearly limitless. Many vocation ministers 
already have a presence on social networking sites. this pres-
ence offers a whole new horizon to their ministries: social 
networking can foster a deeper collaboration with members 
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to gain commitment to vocation goals; it can reveal additional 
resources and improve communication between vocation 
ministers. And most importantly, social networking offers an 
interactive platform by which vocation ministers can reach 
prospective candidates and can guide those in discernment.

Planning your social media presence
if your community has a communications director, you’ll 
probably want to work closely with this person as you estab-
lish your social media presence. Most social networking sites 
are free. the hidden costs are your time and effort to research 
material and develop interesting content. if you have not yet 
begun using social media, it helps to step back and consider—
with your communications director, if you have one—what 

you’d like to accomplish 
with this technology. it’s 
helpful to look at how 
many hours a day or 
week it will take to man-
age, maintain and report 
on your social network-
ing presence. you’ll want 
to figure in how much 
of the communication 
director’s time will be al-
located to assisting you 
both up-front and on 
an ongoing basis. your 
community will want to 
budget accordingly. you 
may have to set limits. 

perhaps you want to consider stretching your “people resourc-
es” by finding capable people willing to volunteer their time 
to help you out. 

Some valuable sites do actually charge a nominal fee for 
membership. one reason is to separate legitimate users (those 
willing to pay a few “bucks”) with casual or prankster users. 
Another reason is that the site may offer valuable online tools 
or access to “client lists” consisting of business owners also 
registered with that site. to some, the worth is inherent in 
the list of live, local, participating human beings. remember, 
though, if you are obtaining a list of demographic information 
on one of these sites, then you are more than likely also on a 
list of demographic information.

Some who enter the realm of social networking be-
lieve that merely being present on these sites will in itself be 

enough to attract potential “followers,” “friends” or “con-
tacts.” However, no magic is involved in this process. it sim-
ply takes time and effort to build the relationships. 

once you know what is possible with different social 
media sites, you’ll probably want to narrow your focus. you’ll 
want to ask: who are we trying to reach? For most vocation 
ministers, the target audience consists of the very demograph-
ic responsible for creating social networking in the first place! 
the very people we are looking for are trying to find us! they 
are already participating online, seeking to broaden relation-
ships with their contacts and access information at their fin-
gertips. we just have to locate them. 

Start with your current contact list (the people you’ve 
made contact with at events, through inquiries, etc.). See if 
you can find any of them online through a google search. 
where are they spending time online? with which sites are 
they registered? Are they active in forums or chat rooms? do 
they have blogs? 

Find out what is available and being utilized by your tar-
get audience because each tool has its advantages. For those 
just venturing into the social media arena, here are a few 
words of encouragement: most social networking tools and 
sites are user friendly, thus they are appealing to those with 
little computer or web experience. you can learn as you go.

What are others doing?
it is helpful to go online and find benchmarks. what other vo-
cation offices have an online presence? Are they on Facebook 
or plaxo? Be attentive to the materials that those directors are 
providing through online networking sites. How many partici-
pants are on the sites they are utilizing? As vocation directors, 
our awareness of how young adults meet, connect, communi-
cate, search for and exchange information will allow us to stay 
relevant to the next generation. 

All that said, in the end, even with the plethora of social 
networking sites and their benefits, technology cannot replace 
personal, face-to-face contact that inspires, supports, and ac-
companies an individual who longs to understand god’s call. 
Social media tools can aide us in evangelizing, but they can’t 
replace personal invitation, and we know from experience, as 
confirmed by the nrVc-cArA national Vocation Study, that 
it is the personal invitation that makes a difference in whether 
someone considers the option of religious life. 

when i began an online marketing plan in 2008 for 
my community, the Sisters of Bon Secours, we really did not 
know what was working and what wasn’t. So our overall goal 
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became internet saturation. on a purely trial and error basis, 
we saturated the internet at every viable opportunity, from 
conducting search engine optimization (to get the community 
web site to appear in as many web site searches as possible), 
to redesigning our web site, to beginning use of twitter and 
Foursquare. we updated statuses on various forms of social 
media web sites until we were blue in the face, all the while 
tracking our responses. we sat, month after month, review-
ing the statistics: the friend counts, fans, uploads, views, etc. 
Based on that experience, i offer to you suggestions of sites 
with which to begin.

Ins and outs of Facebook
Facebook is the most popular social networking site. it was 
launched in 2004, and by February 2010, 400 million us-
ers had set up personal pages; five 
months later it celebrated 500 million 
users. chances are you or someone 
you know is already on Facebook 
(FB). For the Sisters of Bon Secours, 
the “friends” on our group FB page 
include individuals of all ages from 
around the world with differing back-
grounds. we are finding that the longer we are on FB, the 
younger the average age of new friends has become. we use 
our FB group page to engage others in discussions, announce 
events such as come and See weekends, provide vocation 
related resources, share information about religious life, the 
church, etc., inspire, support, and even raise awareness about 
social justice issues. i was really pleased that the last time we 
did a come and See weekend, we announced it on our Sisters 
of Bon Secours vocation office page as an “event,” and we 
were surprised to discover nine rSVps from women who had 
connected with us using our Vocation office FB page. Some 
vocation ministers have multiple FB presences: as individu-
als, as vocation offices, as a general community of sisters, etc. 
each page is used a little differently, and though the “friends”  
or “members” may overlap, the fact is that many people are 
staying in touch with us and making new connections with 
us, and we can broadcast for free all of our vocation events.

Facebook experts suggest you provide quality, regular 
content and encourage discussion and engagement. with 
this in mind, new FB users also need to decide who is going 
to manage and maintain the content. And they must decide 
on the type of account they will set up. Users may set up a 
personal account, a group, or a community page. FB itself ex-
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plains the differences between these types of accounts on its 
web site in the “help” menu.

A personal page is just as it sounds. it relays informa-
tion about an individual person. it is also required prior to 
setting up a community or group page. whoever will facilitate 
the account, and anyone else who will have editing rights, 
must set up a personal page/profile prior to creating a group. 

Groups can be cre-
ated by any user about 
any topic. A FB group 
page offers a place for 
people to discuss opin-
ions and interests about 
a topic. your information 
is listed as the adminis-
trator of the site and you 
have the authority to 
make a group private or 
keep it public. As a voca-
tion director, it makes 
sense to use a FB group 
to communicate directly 
with “members” (your 
inquirers and contacts, 
that is) about special events, latest news, items of interest, and 
useful links to other sites. you can also host discussions, and 
upload photos to keep the content fresh. Be creative! 

Community pages, or “official business pages,” differ 
from groups. Until recently, they were referred to as “fan pag-
es.” A page can only be created about a real, existing business, 
organization, celebrity or band by an official representative 
of said entity. pages are used to help organizations establish 
a professional presence online and communicate publicly. FB 
also integrated wikipedia information to populate community 
pages, so, before beginning a community page, conduct a FB 
search and make sure pages about your congregation do not 
already exist. 

Facebook provides additional tools that allow users to 
create and advertise events, or post a cause and accept dona-
tions or raise awareness. each of the FB functions mentioned 
provide a “wall” or an open space for commentary where all 
posts are visible. 

A final option is setting up a business account. these 
are used to administer pages and ad campaigns. Beware: these 
accounts do not have the same functionality as personal ac-
counts and have limited access to information on the site. you 
can’t view the profiles of users or other content on the site not 

We use our Facebook 
group page to engage 
others in discussions, 
announce events, 
provide vocation 
related resources, share 
information about 
religious life or the 
church, inspire, support, 
and raise awareness.
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present on the pages you administer. Also, business accounts 
cannot be found in search and cannot send or receive friend 
requests. 

For those who are just establishing a FB presence for 
the first time, i suggest creating a profile page for yourself 
(you will need to supply an e-mail address). once you have 
established a profile page for yourself, check to see if you’re 
comfortable with the privacy settings. your content (profile 
information, photos, etc.) can only be seen by the groups and 

individuals you choose 
to allow according to 
your privacy settings. 
the most cautious ap-
proach is to set your 
“privacy settings” high so 
that only your “friends” 
(people you will approve 
on FB) can see what is on 
your wall, in your profile, 
and in your photos.

Another nugget 
of advice for starting 
in Facebook is to have 
somebody who uses this 
social media site fre-

quently and in depth help you get started. Having a guide can 
take much of the mystery away and help you use the potential 
of this site.

Twitter to extend your reach
Twitter.com is another popular, free, 
social networking site, with over 100 
million users who create messages 
of 140 characters maximum. why a 
limit of 140 characters? Because SMS 
(phone text messaging) limits mes-
sages to 160 characters, and twitter 
takes 140 characters, reserving 20 for your username. twitter 
profiles display a short bio paragraph that can include a link 
to your web page and show both the number of your follow-
ers and which twitter accounts you are following. Someone 
interested in your twitter page could become your “follower” 
and automatically receive notification when you update your 
status (also called a tweet). in turn, you can follow others. 

twitter can connect you with your inquirers in a very 
different way. Followers have the opportunity to respond, 

re-tweet your posts, or interact with other followers. the mes-
sages are all short and concise, much like the schedules of 
“gen y.” this technology is an informal communication tool 
that allows me to create friendly messages and also listen to 
and engage followers in a casual way.  

As a vocation director i use links in my twitter posts to 
draw followers to our web site, to my blog, to my Facebook 
page or to other social networking sites. i’ve used twitter as a 
personal travelogue to describe an interesting trip or experi-
ence with the intent to highlight religious life. 

the maxim, “it’s not always about you,” applies to twit-
ter,  too. Be genuinely interested in others and find out what 
they are interested in. there are great twitter applications to 
help with this. remember, social media is meant to connect, 
to be a back and forth network of communication. Be genu-
inely interested in the conversation. 

the Sisters of Bon Secours also announce events and 
share links to relevant vocation sites or links to our blog. twit-
ter users can also keep up with what others are doing, which 
may be helpful in understanding a younger generation. one 
word of caution: just because newspapers, tV news stations, 
and other large businesses tweet to keep people abreast of the 
latest news, don’t get caught up in thinking you have to build 
5,000 followers to be effective.  it’s far better to have a small 
group of followers and build genuine conversational interest 
than to have a large but disengaged twitter base.

As with most of these social networking sites, twitter 
is also available as an application on iphones, Blackberries, 
Androids and other cell phones, allowing for interaction from 
just about anywhere at any time. in addition, this tool lends 
itself to integration with other existing online tools such as 
Facebook and linkedin. 

i have queried college students about using twitter and 
found they don’t use it much, mostly due to time constraints. 
they prefer Facebook. our twitter followers bear this out and 
tend to be a bit older, with varied backgrounds—ranging from 
catholic ministers (youth, young adult, parishes, etc.) to writ-
ers, activists and professionals from around the globe. 

LinkedIn to connect with professionals
LinkedIn.com is a free professional social network and has 
over 100 million members with half of the members being 
international. it lists a million company profiles, similar to 
a user profile. there are strict guidelines for connecting—
connections are confirmed on both sides. As a professional 
networking site you can create a professional profile visible 
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to others, as well as maintain connections (“these are called 
“business contacts”), search for jobs, find potential “clients” 
(such as potential inquirers), and advertise or find business 
opportunities (e.g. come and See 
weekends). you can also develop 
groups, join groups and link your ac-
count to other networking vehicles, 
such as FB, or twitter.  

i communicate in a way that our 
contacts can relate to (these are mostly 
post-college professionals of all ages and backgrounds). For 
example, in the Bon Secours Health System, professionals 
appreciate reminders of what drives our mission; this keeps 
them grounded in the reasons they came to work for a catho-
lic sponsored ministry. they appreciate what inspires and 
motivates them to continue in difficult economic times. As a 
vocation director, i have the opportunity to provide meaning-
ful resources and articles, but as it relates to their profession 
in health care or human service. there are potential vocations 
in our sponsored ministries, and this is one way to visibly 
convey how women religious continue to address the needs of 
people and communities and to show that god continues to 
call people to religious life.  

My invitation to connect is well received by co-workers 
and contacts of past and present. linkedin has benefited us as 
a vehicle for alerting others to our vocation activities and for 
sharing community news or events. word of mouth is a very 
powerful tool. contacts often respond to an article about our 
community or about one of our sisters, telling us how their 
life has been impacted. Asking others for suggestions is of 
benefit too. Again the only cost to participate in linkedin is 
personal time and effort, but the exposure can be priceless.  

YouTube to share videos
YouTube.com is a free video hosting site that allows you to 
upload videos to your account, or “channel.” As of September 
2010, 160 million viewers watched a 
video on their mobile phone alone. 
your channel displays your profile, 
which can link to your web site. your 
channel also allows others to become 
subscribers, so they can automatically 
be alerted when you post a new video. 
investing in video equipment used 
to be somewhat expensive, but with 
today’s digital technology, you can spend as little as $150 for 

a Flip video camera that comes pre-loaded with video editing 
software that lets you upload directly to youtube. 

youtube has raised its video limit to 15 minutes per 
video—which is a lot of time. there are tags to give your 
videos keywords, used by searchers on the internet. For in-
stance, if someone searches for “final vows ceremony,” and 
you have a video tagged as “final vows ceremony,” your video 
should come up during a search. youtube also allows people 
to embed their videos on other sites, such as Facebook or a 
blog. you can post a video link on twitter, as well. Subscrib-
ers can leave comments about your videos. while i do not use 
youtube to network with potential candidates per se, i do use 
it to raise the visibility of our congregation. you may want to 
use it to highlight a vow ceremony or to even discuss how one 
discerns a vocation or to share how a new member of your 
community took steps to understand god’s call. 

the type of people who watch our youtube videos run 
the gamut, but youtube allows us to connect to viewers who 
want to know more about religious life or who are looking for 
something spiritually enriching. For example, during the last 
two weeks of lent i uploaded a lenten reflection video. i was 
surprised that out of countless youtube videos related to lent, 
our reflection was viewed over 600 times. it obviously met a 
need. youtube has the potential to promote religious life, to 
invite others to consider a vocation and to invite others to re-
flect on their relationship with god.  

Blogging to establish a public face
A blog (short for “web log”) can be set up on one of many 
free or pay-for-service host sites. Some blogging host sites are 
grouped by themes, e.g., blogging sites for journalists, heavy 
media uploads, etc. Some favorites are wordpress, Blogger, 
posterous, tumblr and livejournal. 

i use blogging to have a visible, public face that is acces-
sible and that allows interaction with others. the entertain-
ment world has created an image of religious life that often 
does not serve us well in witnessing to the gospel. Blogging 
is an opportunity for us to demystify these images and por-
tray men and women religious as committed individuals who 
feel called to give their life in service to others. the benefit 
of blogging is that it allows online readers to get to know us 
and our lifestyle as religious; it engages participants in learn-
ing and can provide valuable resources to assist them in un-
derstanding religious life and vocations. Blog readers provide 
feedback on content, offer comments, exchange ideas, clarify 
thoughts and ask questions. 
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people of all ages and background blog and follow blog-
gers based on their interests. Ask yourself, what can i share 
about my life as a religious? what helpful information can i 
share from my own spiritual life—perhaps how i discovered 
my vocation, how my ministry touched someone’s life, how i 
find god in the every day, etc. we vocation ministers have the 
potential to reach and influence many prospective candidates 
to religious life by sharing our stories and resources and help-
ing individuals to discover their own vocation through inter-
active web sites. 

Blogging requires making a commitment to write weekly, 
being real, honest and yourself. it’s best to avoid jargon and let 
your feelings speak. we’re flesh and blood, so a blog lets us be 
personal. it’s good for bloggers to get inside the mind of their 

audiences. if your focus 
is on potential inquirers, 
then find out what they 
know about religious life 
and vocations and what 
more they want to know. 
what will be helpful to 
them? what are they 
feeling? what are they 

reading, and what can you recommend to help them in their 
discernment of a vocation? 

you may want to ask your readers for feedback on your 
blog or ask them what they want to hear about. you can hold 
a discussion on a topic you received feedback on. it is good to 
find ways to engage inquirers and to be passionate about what 
you write. if others believe you are interested in them as indi-
viduals, they will return to find out more. A blog doesn’t have 
to be long, but it does have to be of interest to the reader.  

Texting gets the message out fast 
Text messages  on average “gen y” users send and receive 
upwards of 740 text messages per month! Astonishing? if my 
niece rebecca is any example, i can say i’ve heard it from her 
too. After all, you only need a phone, and texts can provide 
immediate results. For people of all ages, keeping connected 
with others through texting is convenient and inexpensive. 
Busy vocation directors may want to use this technology, too. 
whether it’s answering a question, setting up a visit, deciding 
on a time to call or sharing a resource, texting enables us to 
stay in touch over distances once we have made the first con-
tact. we can also text a message to a first-time inquirer invit-
ing an inquirer to connect by phone or e-mail. texting is sec-

ond nature for younger people, and even young professionals 
use a handheld devices to stay in contact with not only their 
offices but their favorite web sites. Just consider the phenom-
enal communication growth that occurred after the unveiling 
of the iphone and the thousands of applications that followed. 
For vocation directors, texting lets us keep the people we 
want to stay in touch with updated and informed. 

one new application for phones, at Zemble.com, allows 
a person to easily text message a group. if you want to pro-
mote your come and See weekend among inquirers, you log 
into Zemble.com and create a new “Zemble” by entering the 
topic, e.g., come and See weekend and description. next, you 
select which friends you want to receive the messages. then 
on your phone you text message and send it to the unique 
Url for your topic. your message is then sent to everyone 
you selected, and this allows you to text message back and 
forth. you can also link to youtube, twitter and a few others 
through this site. 

other group text messaging sites include Mozeo, 3jam 
and twitter.  All provide the flexibility to be interactive while 
sitting in an airport or elsewhere. However, the primary ben-
efit of using this technology is the ability to be accessible 
to gen y and to be able to communicate directly with them 
about events and other vocation-related information. 

one tip to minimize time spent online is this: use a tool 
such as Hootsuite or twitterdeck (through twitter) to auto-
matically update your status on several sites simultaneously. 
there are also hundreds of apps within FB and twitter to link 
accounts as well. you’ll likely want to recycle content from 
one social media site to another.

Finally, once you have your accounts set up and informa-
tion filled in, do share your social networking presence with 
your friends, community, inquirers and others. Be sure to tell 
them how you are going to use the social networks. Advertise 
your presence on FB and other social networking sites when-
ever possible, including on your community web site, and 
make sure you are following along regularly so that there are 
no missed opportunities. 

A recent behavioral study suggested that gen y spends 
more time on social networking than on any other single 
online activity. on the other hand, the same study said gen 
y would rather give up social networking than e-mail and 
texting. this seeming contradiction just proves one thing: it is 
important we know which tools to use and how to use them 
to be relevant online. we must identify potential candidates 
and provide valuable resources and expanded avenues of com-
munication by means of social networking online. n
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