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SUMMARY 
 
In the past few years a large part of the Dutch population started using social 
media. Dutch governmental organizations have gained experience with social 
media, for example by monitoring social media for public safety purposes. The 
question that has become prevalent relates to an active role for governments on 
social media. The question is: What are the possibilities and limitations of active 
government participation on social media? In order to provide an answer to this 
question we need to obtain insight into the technological background, the 
applications, strategies and tactics of social media. In this report, these insights 
have been gathered through a combination of literature review as well as an 
empirical investigation of a number of cases related to government participation 
on social media.  
 
Technology 
Social media offer a number of new functionalities in addition to existing 
communication channels. Examples of these functionalities are the possibility to 
make a profile, link to the profile of others and easily share messages, photos and 
videos. Google+, Facebook, Twitter, Youtube en LinkedIn are well known 
platforms to do this. In 2014, eighty per cent of the Dutch population uses social 
media in one way or another. Moreover, social media are used by both men and 
women, by both lower and higher educated people and by both citizens as well as 
civil servants. In that sense, social media have become the visible exponent of the 
network society.  
 
Possibilities 
Social media can be applied at several stages of the governmental process: in 
agenda setting and policy making, decision making, policy implementation and 
evaluation. In each of these phases, social media can be applied differently: to 
inform, consult, advise, co-produce or to collectively make decisions. Because 
communication can flow from government to citizens and from citizens to 
governments, social media potentially can lower communication thresholds and 
reduce the gap between governments and citizens. The facilitation of 
communication between civil servants among themselves is seen as another 
possible application of social media.  
 
Limitations 
Besides possibilities, there are also limitations regarding the active participation of 
governments on social media. In social media, governments do not function in 
their own (technical) domain but operate on the platforms of third parties. This has 
several consequences. The government for example has less influence on the way 
in which the information they send is presented and distributed. We also mention 
the issue of privacy here. The guidelines for civil servants on social media for 
example state that officers should not share personal information or sensitive 
matters. However, that does not guarantee that the unclear boundaries between 
public and private are always respected. Also, citizens do not always treat their 
personal data carefully and there are major differences in the abilities of citizens 
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with regard to the use of social media. Therefore, it is important that the 
government actively seeks contact with the providers of social media platforms to 
discuss how both parties deal with issues such as liability, confidentiality, privacy 
and archiving.  
 
Cases 
Through eight case studies, the report gives an overview of tactics used by the 
government. By means of a.o. network analysis, the cases illustrate public 
participation at different levels: a combination cases at the micro (individual), 
meso (organizational) and macro (society) level was used. Also, a mix of national 
and local initiatives as well as a mix of social media platforms (Twitter, Facebook 
and LinkedIn) was chosen. The selection of cases did not focus on gaining a 
representative sample of all government initiatives. Likewise, the goal was also not 
to create a list of best practises. The cases provide the possibility to obtain an 
overview into the social media tactics and strategies, used by the government. For 
each case a factsheet provides insight into the central findings of the case (see 
overview). 
 
The cases show that messages come from different sources: senior officials in the 
organization, "ordinary" officers and communication departments. An analysis of 
the current guidelines for officials on social media shows that officers are bound 
to quite strict rules regarding the things they can and cannot say on social media. 
The application of these guidelines is mirrored in the cases we investigated. The 
tone of the messages generally is quite neutral. We do however also see more 
personal messages regarding everyday day life, calls for participation and 
community building, nuancing messages, webcare and humorous messages. In 
addition, we see that government remains invisible in some cases, either 
consciously or unconsciously. Furthermore, the cases provide insight into tactics 
regarding the timing and channels of interventions, the target groups that are 
addressed and the interaction between officials and citizens. 
 
Strategies 
Based on the literature review and cases, we distinguish a number of strategies 
regarding the use of social media by the government. These strategies are related 
to the use of social media to spread information or awareness (from information 
provision to persuasive communication), participation through dialogue with 
citizens and communication within the government or with communities of experts 
and concerned citizens. Other strategies are related to the possibility for citizens 
to report to the government, collaboration and service provision through social 
media.  
 
Conclusion 
The conclusion of the report is that the question is not so much whether the 
government should or should not participate in social media actively. Rather, the 
question is in what way can social media be used actively. Because social media 
are still developing rapidly, it is hard to provide a conclusive answer regarding the 
exact costs and benefits related to the active participation in social media. 
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Therefore, the focus should lie on the goals the government wants to achieve and 
the tactics and strategies that are needed to reach these goals.  
 
Currently, active participation of governmental organizations focuses on sending 
information and on webcare services. This means that only a small part of the 
potential powers of social media are being used. More elaborate uses of social 
media may have drawbacks. On the citizen side, the ability to use and usage 
patterns differ for different groups in society. Additionally, the (inter)personal style 
of communication on social media could be incompatible with the style that 
characterises government communication. The high level of transparency that is 
provoked on social media can for example have an adverse effect on the 
willingness of officials to share information. The risk that emerges from this is that 
social media widen the gap between government and citizens, rather than close it.  
 
Hence, we conclude that it is important that governments keep valuing existing 
channels (e.g. radio, television, websites). In this sense, social media are an 
addition to and not a replacement of other communication channels. Related to 
this, we mention the costs of actively applying social media. While creating an 
account is free on most social media, the maintenance of a Facebook page or the 
use of a webcare team is not free at all.  
 
To summarize the above: Dutch governmental organizations have to make a 
policy choice. The first option is the safe choice. Here, social media are used as a 
platform to share information and to provide Webcare. Costs and benefits of this 
choice are limited and easy to oversee. At the same time this choice does not 
really contribute to the ‘participation society’ as envisioned by the Dutch 
government. In order to really serve the participation society through social media, 
a more bold decision has to be made. In such a policy, social media can be used 
to really interact with citizens and have citizens interact with each other. This 
choice requires a change in the administrative structure. Hence, this choice entails 
a greater risk. When social media are used extensively but the government 
structure remains hierarchic rather than like network, there is a great risk that the 
gap between citizens and government becomes larger instead of smaller. Thus, 
when the government wants to make a policy choice regarding the way in which 
social media can be applied actively, the government first needs to answer the 
question how it wants to be related to its citizens.  
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SUMMARY 
 


