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Social media is a rapidly growing online platform for professional counselors and counseling organizations to commu-
nicate with the public, but little is known how counsleing organizations utilize social media. The authors content analyzed 
posts from nine ACA divisions’ Facebook pages to explore how professional counseling organizations utilize social media 
to engage with outline followers. Sharing links to external websites was the most frequently occurring post but such post-
ings were less likely to engage followers than sharing post, photo, or events from within Facebook or uploading a pho-
to directly. Recommendations for counseling organizations to engage in effective social media practices are presented.
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Counselors have documented important practical and 
ethical considerations regarding social media usage 
at an individual level (e.g., privacy concerns, boundar-
ies; ACA, 2014; Bratt, 2010; Brew, Cervantes, & Shep-
herd, 2013; Giota & Kleftaras, 2014; Mullen, Griffith, 
Greene, & Lambie, 2014). However, researchers have 
paid less attention to the potential of social media as 
an outreach and communications platform at an orga-
nizational level. Many counseling organizations have 
a social media presence as a way to connect with fol-
lowers online, but researchers have yet to investigate 
how counseling organizations utilize social media and 
how their utilization of social media engages followers 
online. This knowledge could optimize how counseling 
organizations promote and accomplish their mission 
via online communication with members, stakeholders, 
and the general public who follow the organizations 
on social media. In this study, we sought to begin ad-
dressing these needs by investigating what counsel-
ing organizations posted on their Facebook accounts 
and how this information engaged online followers.
 Social media use among American adults has 
risen from 5% in 2005 to 72% in 2019 (Pew Research 

Center, 2019). In 2019, about 69% of American adults 
used Facebook, making it the most popularly used so-
cial media site compared to Instagram (37%), Pinter-
est (28%), LinkedIn (27%), Snapchat (24%), Twitter 
(22%), WhatsApp (20%), and Reddit (11%) (Perrin & 
Anderson, 2019). Perrin and Anderson (2019) also re-
ported that among social media platforms, Facebook 
tended to have the least pronounced differences in 
use among various age groups, and about 74% of 
Facebook users used the site daily. Among student 
counselors-in-training, Brew et al. (2013) reported that 
92.9% of one sample (N = 56) and 90.3% of a second 
sample (N = 63) used social media, with 100% and 
98.2%, respectively, using Facebook. Notably, about 
66% of Facebook users get news from the site, and 
62% do so passively while looking for other things on-
line (Pew Research Center, 2016). These news sta-
tistics are important given that newsfeeds across so-
cial media sites, including Facebook, use algorithms 
that provide users with stories based on what they re-
act to (e.g., “like,” “love”), which means that social me-
dia users are more likely to see stories from sources 
they have already engaged with in the past (DeMers, 
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2016). For professional counseling organizations that 
share updates and information with followers on Face-
book, the likelihood that users will see the informa-
tion in their newsfeeds may hinge, at least in part, on 
how often users engage with the organization to be-
gin with by reacting to (e.g., clicking “like”), comment-
ing on, and/or sharing its posts.
 Whereas individual users typically create a per-
sonal Facebook account, businesses, organizations, or 
individuals attempting to brand themselves (e.g., mu-
sician, politician) usually create a Facebook page to 
market their products, services, or brands. Users can 
also create Facebook groups around a shared interest 
to which users can join or be added. Facebook allows 
users to share content in a variety of ways, such as 
posting a status update (i.e., text, hyperlinks to web-
sites), uploading a photo, uploading a video or shar-
ing live video (i.e., Facebook live), and sharing con-
tent from other Facebook users (including event pages 
created on Facebook). Facebook live has increased 
in popularity since 2016, alongside increased mobile 
phone usage to access social media (DeMers, 2016). 
These interfaces offer a variety of options for connect-
ing counselors to the public almost instantly.

Social Media in Counseling
Use of Facebook and other social media sites is 
scarcely discussed in counseling literature, and what 
does exist has focused almost exclusively on ethical 
considerations for individual counselors. For example, 
Bratt (2010) and Giota and Kleftaras (2014) discussed 
personal and professional relationships and bound-
aries, online self-disclosure, client and counselor pri-
vacy, and confidentiality as important ethical consid-
erations for professional counselors to avoid causing 
harm to clients. The ACA Code of Ethics (2014) un-
derscored these same issues, adding that they be ad-
dressed with clients as part of the informed consent 
process. The ACA Code of Ethics also specifies that 
professional counselors maintain separate personal 
and professional social media accounts. Brew et al. 
(2013) investigated professional counselors’ social 
media use and found that 50% of sampled student 
counselors-in-training admitted to posting something 
to Facebook that they would not want a client to see, 
though an equal percentage of students reported us-
ing the strictest privacy settings on Facebook. The eth-
ical discussions regarding social media are critical for 
professional counselors to navigate a rapidly chang-
ing technological landscape.
 The opportunities that social media present for 
professional counselors are as numerous as the eth-
ical considerations. For example, social media offers 
professional counselors opportunities to reach cli-
ents, potential clients, communities, other professional 

counselors and helping professionals, and stakehold-
ers with shared interests in new and creative ways. 
For example, Mullen et al. (2014) noted that school 
counselors might use social media to share informa-
tion quickly with students, families, and stakeholders. 
Giota and Kleftaras (2014) noted that counselors and 
psychologists might even utilize Facebook and other 
social media sites to screen clients and offer thera-
peutic services to those who might not otherwise be 
reached. 
 Counseling organizations and counselor educa-
tion programs also might utilize Facebook to advance 
their mission and strategic plans. Tillman, Dinsmore, 
Chasek, and Hof (2013) noted that counselor educa-
tion programs could harness the potential of social me-
dia to enhance recruitment, curricular, pedagogical, so-
cial, and alumni efforts. Currently, ACA and 19 of its 
20 divisions have a Facebook page or group, which 
they use to communicate with professionals and the 
general public who follow them online. Organizational 
communication with followers through social media in-
volves research, strategy, and ongoing evaluation in 
order to communicate effectively (Ledford, 2012), but 
there is virtually no research on organizational public 
engagement via social media in professional counsel-
ing. Namely, it is unclear what exactly ACA and its di-
visions use Facebook for or how effective their efforts 
are at engaging with followers online.

Social Media Marketing and Strategic Outreach 
Efforts
Social media has become a central outlet for compa-
nies to market their brands, products, and services. In 
an effort to understand marketing and communication 
strategies via social media, researchers across profes-
sional disciplines have content analyzed how organiza-
tions utilize social media to interface with online follow-
ers. McCorkindale (2010) content analyzed Facebook 
member and fan pages for the 2008 Fortune 50 com-
panies and found that 80% of sampled companies did 
not regularly update their Facebook pages. Posts were 
more regularly made by employees, job seekers, cus-
tomers, and journalists than by corporate representa-
tives, but pages regularly contained photos (65.5%), 
videos (31%), and links to other websites (36%) from 
the companies. In a similar study, Shen and Bissell 
(2013) content analyzed how six large beauty brands 
(e.g., Estée Lauder) used Facebook to promote brand 
awareness and loyalty. The authors found that the six 
brands all utilized text, photo, and video posting options 
on Facebook, and the brands particularly used question 
and answer posts and polls to engage with followers. 
Shen and Bissell (2013) extended their content anal-
ysis beyond McCorkindale’s (2010) approach by ex-
ploring the extent to which Facebook posts predicted 
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likes, comments, and shares from online followers. The 
authors found that although each brand had unique 
ways of achieving these engagements with Facebook 
followers, a Facebook survey was most likely to gen-
erate comments from users (likes and shares were not 
significantly different). 
 In contrast to for-profit companies, nonprofits tend 
to use social media for public relations and community 
outreach rather than product/service marketing (Love-
joy & Saxon, 2012; Waters et al., 2009). Social media 
allows nonprofits to share their message and purpose 
directly with stakeholders and the public (Kim & Um, 
2016; Waters & Lo, 2012) through strategies such as 
posting the organization’s mission and purpose and 
advocating for their cause (Kelleher, 2006). Because 
professional counseling organizations such as ACA 
and its divisions are nonprofits, aligning their social 
media activities with strategies in the nonprofit sector 
may help maximize their online presence and accom-
plish their respective missions.
 Researchers have investigated how nonprofits uti-
lize social media to share information about their or-
ganization or cause with the public and with stake-
holders. Waters et al. (2009) content analyzed 275 
nonprofits’ Facebook pages and found that over 70% 
of sampled organizations displayed at least one of the 
following: a description of the organization, names of 
administrators, links to the organizations’ website, or 
an organizational logo. Organizations in this study also 
frequently used Facebook discussion boards (74%), 
photo uploads (56%), and links to external websites 
(54%) to share information, while news announcement 
posts and videos were used less frequently (< 50%). 
In a similar study, Wallace, Wilson, and Miloch (2011) 
content analyzed National Collegiate Athletic Associ-
ation (NCAA) and Big 12 athletic department Face-
book pages and found that both associations posted 
status updates and links to external websites more of-
ten than uploading photos or videos, posting notes, or 
using other communication tools. Wallace et al. (2011) 
extended their investigation by examining group differ-
ences to observe how Facebook users interacted with 
NCAA and Big 12 pages. The authors found that Big 12 
Facebook pages received significantly more likes and 
comments on their Facebook content than did NCAA 
pages. Although researchers have sought to under-
stand social media use among for-profit and non-profit 
organizations, researchers in counseling have not con-
ducted similar inquiries of counseling organizations.

The Current Study
Researchers who have studied social media strate-
gies in the for-profit and nonprofit sectors have focused 
largely on Facebook, which is unsurprising given its 
ongoing popularity and usage over other social media 

sites. Additionally, researchers have consistently fo-
cused on the types of Facebook postings that organi-
zations utilize (e.g., text, photo, video) and how effec-
tive these postings are at engaging online followers 
through posting reactions, comments and shares. Re-
searchers have yet to apply similar research to profes-
sional counseling organizations, and such knowledge 
could help optimize how professional counseling orga-
nizations promote and accomplish their mission via on-
line communication with members, stakeholders, and 
the general public who follow the organizations on so-
cial media. Thus, the purpose of the current study was 
to explore how counseling organizations utilize Face-
book to engage with online followers. The study was 
guided by the following research questions: a) which 
types of Facebook posts do counseling organizations 
utilize, b) do the organizations differ in the types of 
Facebook postings made, c) do the organizations dif-
fer in the extent to which online followers engage with 
their Facebook content, and d) which types of Face-
book posts engage online followers more frequently? 

Method
We used content analysis to address our research 
questions. Because content analysis allows for contex-
tualized examinations of communication (Krippendorf, 
2013), it is a fitting method to evaluate how counseling 
organizations utilize social media to connect with on-
line followers. We followed four guidelines from Krip-
pendorf (2013) to conduct the content analysis: unit-
izing, sampling, recording, and reducing.
 The unit of analysis was defined as a post to Face-
book by a counseling organization. To sample units, we 
identified ACA divisions that had Facebook accounts. 
At the time of this study, 19 of 20 ACA divisions, as 
well as ACA, had a Facebook account. The Institu-
tional Review Board determined material posted pub-
licly on social media to be a form of publicly observ-
able behavior and was therefore exempt from review, 
so we then contacted current Presidents of ACA and 
each ACA division to request permission to view their 
Facebook accounts for the purposes of this study. We 
were granted permission by 10 organizations, one de-
clined permission, and nine did not respond to the ini-
tial or two follow-up email requests. Of the 10 who 
granted permission, one division’s Facebook group 
was set to private, which prevented us from viewing 
the page. Both authors requested to join the organiza-
tion’s group, but we did not receive a response, leav-
ing nine organizations’ Facebook pages for analysis.
 Neuendorf (2016) noted that at least 384 units are 
needed to generalize the results of a content analysis 
with a 95% confidence level. Also, to address research 
questions three and four, we calculated with G*Power 
(Faul et al., 2007) that at least 116 units were needed 
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to conduct a one-way multivariate analysis of variance 
(MANOVA) with a small effect size of .07 and power of 
.95. Based on these a priori power estimates, we aimed 
to code 45 postings from each of the nine sampled di-
visions to provide enough power to investigate all re-
search questions. Because the sampled units were 
publicly posted on Facebook pages or groups, data 
were recorded as text, photos, and videos posted to 
the nine sampled divisions’ Facebook pages/groups.

Data Analysis
For the content analysis, we reduced data into dis-
crete categories in two ways. First, we coded data into 
a priori categories using a deductive approach (Krip-
pendorf, 2013). The a priori categories were defined 
based on the functions available for posting to Face-
book, which also relates to our first research question. 
For example, “type of post” was coded categorically 
as follows: text only = 1, photo = 2, video = 3, link to a 
website = 4, shared posting/photo/event within Face-
book = 5, and uploaded photo with an in-text link = 6. 
We also recorded the number of Facebook reactions 
(e.g., “likes,” “loves”), comments, and shares for each 
post. In tandem with the deductive approach, we em-
ployed an inductive coding approach that allowed new 
categories to emerge from the data. This allowed us 
to identify themes within the actual Facebook posts, 
thereby addressing research question one in more de-
tail. Whereas we could clearly determine the Facebook 
functions available for use by the sampled organiza-
tions, we could not determine a priori what the orga-
nizations might actually share in their posts. The in-
ductive approach allowed new themes to emerge and 
to be subsequently coded deductively. 
 Prior to coding, we developed a codebook and ac-
companying coding sheet in which we operationally de-
fined each a priori variable and the coding procedure. 
We then conducted a pre-test by randomly selecting 
two Facebook accounts and five Facebook posts from 
each account to test the coding procedures in the co-
debook and to maximize discriminant validity and inter-
rater reliability. After completing the pre-test together 
as a team, both authors independently coded the re-
maining posts from the nine sampled divisions. We 
met after coding each organization’s Facebook page 
to compare codes and to come to consensus on any 
discrepancies. We documented all discrepancies and 
computed inter-rater reliability using ReCal 2 (Freelon, 
2013). In this study, inter-rater reliability was excellent 
(99.1% observed agreement; Krippendorff’s α = .99). 
The authors also reached consensus on all discrepan-
cies throughout the coding process. We then used de-
scriptive statistics (i.e., frequency counts) to describe 
the coded data, thereby detailing the types of Face-
book posts that the sampled organizations utilized to 

engage with members (research question one).
 To address research question two, we conducted 
a Chi-square analysis to investigate if the sampled or-
ganizations differed in what they posted to Facebook. 
We computed Cramer’s V to determine effect size. We 
also computed adjusted standardized residuals (ASRs) 
to determine which cells contributed most to the Chi-
square (see Avent et al., 2015). ASR values ±1.96 in-
dicated that an observed frequency fell above or below 
the expected frequency by three standard deviations 
and was thus considered statistically significantly dif-
ferent from the expected frequency; that is, that a type 
of Facebook post was utilized more or less frequently 
by an organization than expected.
 Last, we conducted one-way MANOVAs to investi-
gate organizational differences in Facebook reactions, 
comments and shares (research question three) and 
whether certain types of Facebook posts yielded more 
or less online follower engagement (research ques-
tion four). “Organization” was entered as the indepen-
dent variable for research question three (consisting 
of nine distinct categories), and “type of posting” was 
entered as independent variable for research question 
four (consisting of six distinct categories). For each 
MANOVA, Facebook reactions, comments, and shares 
were entered as continuous dependent variables to 
measure follower engagement with a Facebook post. 
Prior to running the MANOVAs, we identified and re-
moved 14 multivariate outliers using Mahalanobis’ dis-
tance (see Table 1). These outliers reflected Facebook 
postings with uncharacteristically high combinations 
of reactions, comments, or shares. With these outli-
ers removed, Q-Q plots still indicated that frequency 
counts for Facebook reactions and shares were posi-
tively skewed, violating the assumption of multivariate 
normality. To correct this, we performed a natural log 
transformation of the dependent variables, which im-
proved Q-Q plots for Facebook reactions and shares 
to reflect a normal distribution. The assumption of lin-
earity was supported by plots of standardized resid-
uals, which indicated linear relationships among the 
three dependent variables to organization and type of 
Facebook post, respectively. None of the dependent 
variables correlated above .8 (see Table 1); thus, ex-
cessive multicollinearity was not a concern. 
Results

Organizations’ Facebook Posts (RQ1)
Across the nine organizations, we coded 403 Face-
book posts. Sharing a link to a website was the most 
common post overall (n = 198, 49.3%). Other posts in-
cluded uploaded photos (n = 73, 17.9%), shared post-
ings/photos/events from other Facebook accounts (n 
= 70, 17.4%), text only (n = 48, 11.9%), and uploaded/
live video (n = 1, 0.2%). A separate type of posting 
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also emerged from the data, which we coded as “up-
loaded photo with an in-text link” (n = 13, 3.2%, coded 
categorically as “6”). As noted previously, Facebook 
allows users to upload a photo and to enter text that 
is displayed with the photo. One division utilized this 
function by uploading a photo and including a link to 
a website in the text. Because this approach did not 
fit clearly into “uploaded photo” or “link to a website” 
categories, we created a separate category to cap-
ture these postings. 

The number of reactions (e.g., likes, loves) that posts 
received ranged from zero to 184 (M = 9.65, Mdn = 5, 
SD = 17.55). Comments on posts ranged from zero 
to nine (M = .32, Mdn = 0, SD = .87), and shares 
of Facebook postings ranged from zero to 167 (M = 
3.29, Mdn = 0, SD = 15.23). As noted previously, we 
identified 14 multivariate outliers prior to conducting 
a MANOVA. These outliers contained four text only 
posts, four uploaded photos, three links to websites, 
and three shared postings/photos/events from other 
Facebook accounts (see Table 1).

Emergent themes. In addition to coding data into the 
a priori categories, several themes emerged from the 
data. Two clear themes that emerged across all post-
ing types included the use of Facebook to promote 
organizational conferences and the use of hashtags. 
Sixty-three (15.6%) posts explicitly referenced a con-
ference, and 52 (12.9%) posts contained at least one 
hashtag. An additional theme that emerged when orga-
nizations used “link to a website” and “uploaded photo 
with an in-text link” categories was the location to which 
Facebook followers were directed via the links. Spe-
cifically, 145 (68.7%) of the 211 total website links di-
rected followers to external websites unaffiliated with 
the counseling organization that shared the link (e.g., 
Huffington Post, npr.org). Forty (19%) of the links di-
rected followers to the respective organization’s web-
site, and 26 (12.3%) of the shared links directed fol-
lowers to another social media account hosted by the 
organization (e.g., Twitter). 

Organizational Differences in Posting Strategies 
(RQ2)
Chi-square analysis indicated a significant relation-
ship between the nine sampled organizations and the 
six categories of Facebook posts [χ2 (40, N = 403) = 
404.05, p < .001]. The calculated effect size showed 
a large effect (Cramer’s V = .45). The ASRs indicated 
variability in how the sampled ACA divisions posted to 
the Facebook accounts (see Table 2). Text only post-
ings occurred significantly above the expected value 
by organization #1, whereas four organizations posted 
text only posts significantly below the expected value. 
Photos were uploaded significantly above the expected 
value by two organizations and significantly below the 
expected value by three organizations. Only one sam-
pled organization posted their own video during the 
time frame of our study, making this post appear sig-
nificantly above the expected value. Similarly, only one 
division utilized the strategy of uploading a photo with 
an in-text link, which made the organization’s posts sig-
nificantly above the expected value. Regarding links to 
websites, two organizations posted links significantly 
above the expected value, and three posted links signif-
icantly below the expected value. Finally, two organiza-
tions shared postings/photos/events from other Face-
book pages significantly above the expected value, 
while five shared postings significantly below the ex-
pected value.

Organizational Differences in Follower 
Engagement (RQ3)
The MANOVA indicated a statistically significant differ-
ence in Facebook reactions, comments, and shares 
based on division [Λ = .59, F (24, 1096) = 8.99, p < 
.001, observed power = 1.00] that accounted for 16% 
of the variance (partial η2 = .16). Follow-up univariate 
analyses revealed that group differences significantly 
predicted all three dependent variables: Facebook re-
actions to a post [F (8, 380) = 20.10, p < .001, ob-
served power = 1.00], comments on a post [F (8, 380) 
= 3.68, p < .001, observed power = .99], and shares 
of a post [F (8, 380) = 5.36, p < .001, observed power 
= 1.00]. Because we sought to protect anonymity of 

Table 1
Descriptive Data for Facebook Reactions, Comments, and Shares

Follower engagement descriptives 
(N = 389)

Multivariate outliers
(N = 14)

Correlations 
(N = 389)

Range M Mdn SD Range M Mdn SD Reactions Comments Shares
Reactions 0-73 7.46 4 9.73 6-184 70 65.5 51.07 1
Comments 0-3 .24 0 .58 0-9 2.64 2 2.71 .27** 1
Shares 0-45 1.36 0 4.72 0-167 56.5 46 57.72 .67** .23** 1

Note. M = mean, Mdn = median, SD = standard deviation. ** p < .01.
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the sampled organizations, we opted not to report de-
tailed post hoc comparisons of mean score differences 
among the organizations.

Facebook Postings and Follower Engagement (RQ4)
The MANOVA revealed a statistically significant differ-
ence in Facebook reactions, comments, and shares 
based on type of post [Λ = .88, F (12, 1008) = 4.06, p 
< .001, observed power = 1.00] that accounted for 4% 
of the variance (partial η2 = .04). Follow-up univari-
ate analyses revealed that type of post significantly 
predicted reactions to the post [F (4, 383) = 8.04, p 
< .001, observed power = 1.00], but comments [F (4, 
383) = 2.17, p = .07] and shares [F (4, 383) = 1.45, p 
= .22] were not significant. Observed power for Face-
book comments and shares in the univariate follow-
ups was .63 and .67, respectively. Post hoc compari-
sons for Facebook reactions using a Tukey HSD test 
indicated that mean scores for links to websites were 
significantly different from uploaded photos (p < .01) 
and from shared postings/photos/events from another 
Facebook account (p < .001). In other words, upload-
ing a photo (M = 1.94) or sharing a post/photo/event 
from another Facebook account (M = 2.12) was signif-
icantly more likely to yield higher Facebook reactions 
(e.g., clicking “like”) compared to posting a link to a 
website (M = 1.49). There were no statistically signifi-
cant mean score differences among text only posts and 
uploaded photos with an in-text link. The category for 
uploaded video was excluded from analysis because 
the category had fewer than two cases.

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to systematically inves-
tigate what ACA and its divisions post on Facebook to 
connect with members and stakeholders. Using content 

analysis, we found that sampled ACA divisions posted 
links to websites most often overall, followed by up-
loaded photos, shared postings/photos/events from 
other Facebook accounts, text only, uploaded photos 
with a link, and uploaded/live video, respectively. Links 
more commonly directed online followers to websites 
unaffiliated with the counseling division, though some 
links directed followers to either a division’s website or 
separate social media account (e.g., Twitter). The fre-
quency at which sampled ACA divisions posted links 
to websites reflects a similar pattern identified in Wal-
lace et al.’s (2011) content analysis of NCAA and Big 
10 Facebook pages. 
 About 13% of sampled Facebook posts also used 
a hashtag with the post. A hashtag is a word or phrase 
marked by a pound sign (e.g., #counseling, #advocacy) 
that turns the phrase into a searchable link (Facebook, 
2017). If a Facebook user were to search for a hashtag 
phrase, any public posts that include the hashtag, re-
gardless of who posted it, would be included in the 
search results. Hashtags can be a particularly useful 
tool for ACA divisions to drive online users to content. 
For example, we also found that nearly 16% of posts 
were about a division’s conference. If a division were 
to post multiple times leading up to, during, and after a 
conference, then using a hashtag for each post (e.g., 
#Division2020) would allow online followers to locate 
all conference-related posts with one searchable term. 
Similarly, divisions might use hashtags around a spe-
cific topic or initiative, either within or across multiple 
divisions (e.g., #wellness, #ProfessionalIdentity). As 
divisions consider intentional public outreach strate-
gies, hashtags can be a useful approach to connect 
stakeholders and the public to information about ACA 
divisions.
 In this study, links to websites were posted most 

Table 2
Frequency Counts by Post Type

Text
(N = 48)

Photo
(N = 73)

Video
(N = 1)

Link
(N = 198)

Shared posting
(N = 70)

Photo and link
(N = 13)

n ASR n ASR n ASR n ASR n ASR n ASR
Organization 1 20 7.5 7 -0.6 0 -0.3 16 -1.5 0 -3.1 0 -1.3
Organization 2 8 1.3 6 -0.8 0 -0.4 8 -4.5 23 6.3 0 -1.3
Organization 3 0 -2.6 28 8.2 0 -0.4 15 -2.3 2 -2.4 0 -1.3
Organization 4 4 -0.7 17 3.7 0 -0.4 6 -5.1 18 4.2 0 -1.3
Organization 5 8 1.3 1 -2.9 0 -0.4 20 -0.7 3 -2.0 13 10.3
Organization 6 1 -2.1 0 -3.3 0 -0.4 44 6.9 0 -3.3 0 -1.3
Organization 7 7 0.8 4 -1.7 0 -0.4 22 -0.1 12 1.7 0 -1.3
Organization 8 0 -2.6 0 -3.3 0 -0.4 44 6.9 1 -2.9 0 -1.3
Organization 9 0 -2.6 10 0.8 1 2.8 23 0.3 11 1.3 0 -1.3

 Note. Post Type: χ2 (40, N = 403) = 404.05, p < .001, Cramer’s V = .45.
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often, but this type of post was less likely to elicit re-
actions from followers. Rather, sharing a post, photo, 
or event from within Facebook or uploading a photo 
directly, both of which were done less frequently than 
posting links, were more likely to garner reactions 
compared to posting a link to a website. An important 
takeaway from this finding is that directing Facebook 
followers to information not directly affiliated with the 
division may not be as effective at engaging followers 
compared to strategies that showcase the division. 
Key functions of social media public relations in the 
nonprofit sector include sharing an organization’s pur-
pose, mission, and core messages with stakeholders 
and the public (Kelleher, 2006; Kim & Um, 2016; Wa-
ters & Lo, 2012). Our findings support that showcas-
ing a counseling division with photos or sharing posts, 
photos, or events from other divisions are more likely 
to engage followers.
 Notably, the type of Facebook posting had a very 
small effect in predicting reactions (4%), indicating 
that although there were statistically significant differ-
ences in Facebook reactions based on type of post, 
other variables likely also account for variations in re-
actions. One of these additional variables identified in 
this study was the organizations themselves. That is, 
some organizations’ Facebook posts were more likely 
to receive reactions, comments, or shares in general 
than others. This finding aligns with Wallace et al.’s 
(2011) investigation into NCAA and Big 10 Facebook 
pages. Some organizations may have had more fol-
lowers and/or a more established presence on Face-
book than others, which could have yielded more on-
line follower interaction. 
 Finally, we found that sampled organizations dif-
fered in the types of postings they utilized, and this too 
might account for the group differences observed in 
follower engagement. For example, it is possible that 
organizations who posted more photos were also more 
likely to engage followers. Shen and Bissell (2013) 
found that major beauty brands tended to rely on their 
own unique posting strategies to foster brand loyalty 
on Facebook, which aligns with our findings that cer-
tain counseling organizations were more or less likely 
to utilize a certain type of Facebook post. It is possible 
that these individual differences in posting strategies 
appeal to the online followers of the respective orga-
nizations Facebook pages, which in turn yields more 
online follower interaction.   

Limitations
The findings from this study should be considered in 
light of several limitations. First, we did not document 
how many followers or members that a page or group 
had at the time of coding. Related, although we sam-
pled an equal number of Facebook posts from each 

organization, we did not account for the frequency at 
which organizations posted on Facebook within a dis-
crete period of time (e.g., how many posts per week 
or month). This additional information would have pro-
vided better context in understanding the audience and 
overall level of activity of the organizations, and it is 
likely that some organizations are more active on Face-
book than others, which may be an additional factor in 
follower engagement. Also, although the sampled units 
yielded enough power to generalize the content analy-
sis findings and the MANOVA results, we observed low 
power for Facebook comments and shares in the uni-
variate follow-ups to the MANOVA addressing posting 
type. This stemmed from variability in which the types 
of Facebook postings were utilized by the sampled 
divisions. For example, only one video was uploaded 
across all 403 coded postings. The low power observed 
in these two particular follow-up analyses could have 
resulted in type II error, particularly for comments, as 
it was approaching statistical significance.
 We focused this study on ACA division Facebook 
accounts. Thus, the results may not generalize to other 
professional counseling and counseling-related organi-
zations. Similarly, the nonprofit structure and goals of 
ACA divisions may not align with the goals of individual 
counselors or for-profit counseling agencies trying to 
market services to the public. Finally, we only studied 
Facebook, and there are a variety of other social me-
dia platforms that have features similar to and unique 
from Facebook. Some sampled organizations in this 
study had more than one social media presence, so 
our results may not generalize to social media usage 
on other platforms.

Implications and Future Directions
Based on the findings, we recommend that ACA divi-
sions display a description of the organization, names 
of leaders, a link to the organization’s website, and an 
organizational logo. Further, utilizing photos and vid-
eos to engage followers in getting to know the organi-
zation’s activities, members, and leaders might boost 
interaction with the organization’s social media con-
tent. For example, once a new business year has be-
gun, an organization could post a video message from 
the incoming president. Posting photos of all newly 
elected leaders could also garner engagement from 
followers. Relatedly, organizations could utilize social 
media to provide updates about meetings and deci-
sions that affected the organization and its members. 
The one video we coded in this study was a Face-
book live video of a division’s conference lunch hour. 
The video allowed online followers to watch award 
presentations, speeches from divisional leaders, and 
the announcement of the next year’s conference lo-
cation. This is one example of an exemplary use of 
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Facebook live to connect with stakeholders in partic-
ular. We recommend that ACA divisions consider how 
video and Facebook live can bring their organizations 
to life by showcasing events, initiatives, and members 
in real time.
 Nonprofits are particularly poised to engage follow-
ers online because their causes may be easier to relate 
to compared to product and service brands (Bernritter, 
Verlegh, & Smit, 2016).  Accordingly, ACA divisions, 
and counseling organizations more broadly, should 
consider how to utilize Facebook in a way that maxi-
mizes the relatability of their cause. If an organization 
shares a link to a website, for example, we encourage 
the organization to also include text that clearly com-
municates the meaning or relevance for the content 
being shared. Although driving people to websites un-
affiliated with a counseling organization is not inher-
ently negative, follower engagement might be opti-
mized if people understand how external information 
fits within the organization’s purpose or mission. Pre-
sumably, all ACA divisions share some core values, 
so it would make sense for divisions to share one an-
other’s content. Corson (2016) provided useful strat-
egies that counseling organizations could utilize, in-
cluding making the name matter, closely moderating 
the Facebook page, and promoting member commu-
nication. One way that counseling organizations might 
promote member communication is to ask members 
periodically to introduce themselves or to share their 
favorite counseling resource or website.
 An important step for counseling organizations who 
utilize social media is to engage in a strategic planning 
process to develop a clear public relations strategy 
that accurately portrays their appropriate professional 
identity. Leadership teams might consider questions 
such as: a) Why are we on Facebook? b) What is/are 
our primary goal(s) for our Facebook page? c) Are 
we currently using social media to advance our orga-
nization’s mission? If not, what changes do we need 
to make to better advance our mission online? If so, 
how can we maintain or further enhance our mission 
through social media? d) Who is our target audience 
on social media? e) Are we reaching our target audi-
ence through social media? How do we know? How 
can we do better? One possibility is that counseling 
organizations might host opportunities for leaders to 
attend workshops focused on effective strategies for, 
and uses of, social media.
 Whereas this study examined the organizational 
side of Facebook use, additional research is needed 
to study those who like and follow professional coun-
seling organizations. Ledford (2012) noted that a crit-
ical factor in social media marketing is knowing one’s 
audience, which can be achieved through research 
into the audience’s social media use (e.g., audience’s 

preferences with social media platforms, trends in use) 
and the audience’s understanding of the organization 
and its message. By surveying its members, ACA and 
its divisions, as well as other professional counseling 
organizations with a Facebook presence, may benefit 
from learning about follower’s Facebook use (e.g., how 
often they access Facebook, how often do they see 
posts from the organization). Obtaining demographic 
information could help organizations understand who is 
following them on Facebook and to better understand 
where they could invest efforts in increasing follow-
ers. Asking followers what they expect and/or want to 
see posted by the organization could help optimize in-
formation delivery in alignment with an organization’s 
goals. Notably, Facebook allows a page administrator 
to see who has liked the page; thus, any counselor, 
agency, or organization has access to the names of 
their followers. By researching and understanding the 
followers of a Facebook page, posts can be matched 
to how the intended audience uses social media and 
understands the messages being communicated on-
line (Ledford, 2012). 

Conclusion
This study provided preliminary evidence into how ACA 
divisions utilize Facebook to stimulate follower engage-
ment. Despite varied uses of Facebook across divi-
sions, we found that not all posts generated follower 
engagement. Thus, we recommend that divisions use 
strategies to showcase the organization and its activ-
ities over simply distributing information that may or 
may not be related to the organization directly. Newer 
Facebook features such as polling questions, events, 
and Facebook live may allow counseling organiza-
tions to understand members’ preferences while also 
engaging followers with social media content. Finally, 
although this study examined organizational use of 
Facebook, the findings may also prove relevant to 
counseling practitioners or agencies seeking to build 
or maintain a professional online presence.
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