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    Chapter 1   
 Social Media and Local Governments: 
An Overview 

             Mehmet     Zahid     Sobaci    

    Abstract     Today, social media provide public institutions with new channels for 
rapidly spreading information, transparency, self-promotion to improve their image 
in the public eye, methods for designing and delivering public services with citi-
zens. Taking advantage of the opportunities offered by social media is not limited to 
central government. Local governments deploy Internet-based innovative technolo-
gies that complement traditional methods in implementing different functions. 
However, social media tools provide opportunities as well as risk and challenges for 
local governments. In this context, aim of this chapter is to provide an overall evalu-
ation of the relationship between local governments and social media.  

1.1         Introduction 

 Social media have become an important part of the daily lives of millions of people 
all over the world. It has deeply impacted the way people communicate with each 
other, shop, entertain, and operate on a daily basis. In the digital age, all services 
and activities have gradually become available online. In this context, participation 
in social media has been increasing on a daily basis. In fact, the number of people 
using popular social media tools such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube has 
reached staggering levels. Facebook, which was founded in 2004 and adopted the 
mission of making the world more open and connected, has 1.35 billion monthly 
active users as of September 30, 2014 (Facebook  2014 ). Twitter, which was 
founded in 2007 and allows everyone to create and freely share their opinions and 
information, has 284 million active monthly users. Every day, 500 million tweets 
are sent (Twitter  2014 ). Every month, more than one billion users visit YouTube 
(YouTube  2014 ). 
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 Even though these technologies were fi rst discovered by the private sector, social 
media have also attracted the attention of political actors and administrative institu-
tions that inform citizens as a prerequisite of open and transparent administration, 
deliver public services, and contact stakeholders. Today social media in government 
has been a rising trend. Different from web 1.0, with its interactive nature, social 
media provide public institutions with new channels for rapidly spreading informa-
tion, transparency in public administration, self-promotion to improve their image 
in the public eye, methods for designing and delivering public services with citi-
zens. Additionally, social media involves stakeholders in the decision-making pro-
cess. In fact, Bertot et al. ( 2010 , p. 53) stated that “social media technologies hold 
great promise in their ability to transform governance by increasing transparency 
and its interaction with citizens.” 

 Taking advantage of the opportunities offered by social media tools is not limited 
to central government. Local governments deploy Internet-based innovative technol-
ogies that complement traditional methods in implementing different functions. For 
instance, local governments can benefi t from blogs to gather opinions and ideas from 
different stakeholders. Blogs can be valuable tools for local governments to detect 
social problems and obtain ideas for new services. Wikis may be useful for initiating 
discussions about corporate social responsibility activities and other projects. Local 
governments can disseminate certain documents (such as announcements and draft of 
regulations) and presentations through media sharing platforms. Moreover, social 
networks such as Facebook and Twitter can be used to send local service-related mes-
sages to the public and collect citizen feedback (Bonsón et al.  2012 ). 

 The use of social media tools to achieve public goals of the local governments, 
of course, is a choice open to local offi cials. Local offi cials may or may not use the 
above-mentioned opportunities for democratic local governments, better public ser-
vices, and good public policies. A cost-benefi t analysis, made by local offi cials, will 
be important to this decision because social media tools provide opportunities as 
well as risk and challenges for local governments. However, as Gibson ( 2010 ) 
stated, the real challenge for local governments is that there is a greater risk not to 
participate in than to participate in social media. Regardless of local government 
participation in social media dialogues, citizens will use these tools to discuss local 
governments and their decisions, services and policies, with an expectation that 
local governments will participate in the dialogue. 

 In the context of technological developments and citizens’ expectations, there 
appears to be an indispensable relationship between local governments and social 
media. The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overall evaluation of the rela-
tionship between local governments and social media. The study begins by intro-
ducing a conceptual framework for social media. The next section includes a general 
analysis of local governments’ reasons for deploying social media. Then, the rela-
tionship between local governments and social media is investigated as a cyclical 
process. The following section focuses on social media’s benefi ts for local govern-
ments and barriers encountered by local governments when they use social media. 
The fi nal section includes a literature review and recommendations for future 
research on social media use by local governments.  
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1.2     Social Media: A Conceptual Framework 

 It is diffi cult to fi nd a commonly agreed upon defi nition for the concept of social 
media. In fact, social media and Web 2.0 are often interchangeably used. The litera-
ture provides many complicated technical defi nitions as well as defi nitions that 
focus on social media’s purpose or practices. Therefore, defi ning social media is a 
diffi cult endeavor. However, to defi ne social media, we can start with defi ning Web 
2.0 because social media were developed based on Web 2.0 technologies. 

 According to O’Reilly ( 2007 ), Web 2.0 is a networked platform that gives the 
user control in creating, designing, improving, and sharing content and services. 
Collective intelligence is one of Web 2.0’s fundamental features. In this context, 
Web 2.0 “is of the user, by the user, and, more importantly, for the user” (Chu and 
Xu  2009 , p. 717). Web 2.0 is individual user centered. Therefore, governments will 
engage with citizens using the social media tools that citizens are already active 
users instead of setting up websites and publishing content. Web 2.0 comprises 
technologies such as blogs, wikis, mashup, RSS, podcast and vlog, tagging and 
social bookmarking, and social networking sites. Table  1.1  presents these social 
media types. For governments, these technologies refl ect a loss of control, informal-
ity of communication, and customization to citizens, which implies that the content 
and services will be designed differently from the way they are currently designed 
(Chang and Kannan  2008 ).

   Social media “is a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideo-
logical and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and 
exchange of user generated content” (Kaplan and Haenlein  2010 , p. 61). In this 
context, the basic characteristics of social media are as follows (Mayfi eld  2007 ): (a) 
Participation: social media encourages contributions and feedback from all inter-
ested parties. (b) Openness: most types of social media are open to voting, feedback, 
comments, and information sharing. There are rarely barriers to accessing and using 
content. (c) Conversation: while social media provide a basis for conversation and 
are seen as two-way communication tools, traditional media is about broadcast, in 
which content is transmitted or distributed to an audience. (d) Community: social 
media allow communities to quickly form and effectively communicate about com-
mon interests such as political issues or favorite TV shows. (e) Connectedness: 
Most social media thrive on their connectedness, via links and combining different 
media types in one place. 

 From the public sector’s perspective, social media are a group of Internet-based 
technologies that, by using the web 2.0 philosophy, allow public institutions to 
engage with citizens and other stakeholders (Criado et al.  2013 ). In public adminis-
tration, these tools have been added to the existing tool kit based on one-way (uni-
directional) technologies that view citizens as passive information receivers. Social 
media tools have elevated citizens to the content co-creator and sender positions 
(Mergel  2013a ). 

 In fact, the use of social media applications in the public sector can be seen as an 
extension of the digitalization efforts of public administration as a new wave of 
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    Table 1.1    Social media types   

 Blog  A Web log (Blog) is a Web-based interactive application that allows one 
to log journal entries on events, or to express opinions and make 
commentaries on specifi c topics. It is a popular content generation tool. 
Blogs typically consist of text, images, videos music, and/or audios 

 Microblogging  The process of creating a short blog that is primarily achieved through 
mobile devices to share information about current events or personal 
opinions. A well-known example is Twitter 

 Wiki  A Web-based collaborative editing tool that allows different people to 
contribute their knowledge to the content. One author’s content can be 
modifi ed and enhanced with another author’s contribution. A well-known 
example of this application tool is Wikipedia 

 Social networking  A Web-based tool or model that allows individuals to meet and form a 
virtual community through socializing via different relationships, such as 
friendships and professional relationships, sharing and propagating 
multimedia information, exchange interests, and communicating 

 Multimedia sharing  The rich multimedia contents such as photos, videos, and audios are 
shared through multimedia sharing tools. Typical examples include 
YouTube, Flickr, Picasa, Vimeo, etc. 

 Mashup  An application that uses contents from two or more external data sources 
combines and integrates them and thus creates new value-added 
information. This is a reuse and repurposing of the source data by 
retrieving source contents with open APIs (Application Programming 
Interfaces) and integrating them according to the information needs, 
instead of navigating them sequentially 

 RSS  A Web application that can pull the content from sources that are 
structured in standard metadata format called RSS (Really Simple 
Syndication) feeds such that it is easy to syndicate the contents from RSS 
formatted documents. The RSS feeds or Web feeds can be published and 
updated by the authors such that the updates can be easily inserted and 
quickly updated in content aggregation sites. The RSS feeds (also called 
atoms) are annotated with metadata such as the author and date 
information. The RSS-based content aggregators include news headlines, 
weather warnings, blogs, etc. Once the source content is updated, the 
content aggregator sites will be updated thus always sharing the updated 
content 

 Widgets  Small applications either on the desktop, a mobile device, or the Web. The 
widgets bring personalized dedicated content to the user from predefi ned 
data sources 

 Virtual World  A virtual world is an interactive 3-D computer-simulated world where 
avatars, controlled and played by the users, interact with each other as 
inhabitants 

 Social 
bookmarking and 
tagging 

 A tagging system that allows the users to describe the content of the Web 
sources with metadata such as free text, comments, evaluative ratings, and 
votes. This human-generated collective and collaborative set of tags forms 
a folksonomy and helps cluster Web resources 

   Source : Chun et al. ( 2010 )  
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e-government era. However, social media differ from previous e-government 
waves. (1) Social media applications are provided by third parties, thus technologi-
cal features are hosted outside of public institution’s direct control. (2) Compared to 
e-government practices, such as static websites, social media is more interactive. (3) 
Content is created by both public institutions and citizens. (4) Social media applica-
tions cannot replace offl ine services and e-government services; these applications 
are existing communication mechanisms (Mergel  2013b ). 

 In this context, the use of social media in the public sector is expected to contrib-
ute to the fulfi lment of such purposes as cost savings, improvement of public ser-
vices and citizen satisfaction, enhancement of transparency and accountability, 
citizen participation, co-production, and cross-agency collaboration.  

1.3     Reasons for Using Social Media in Local Governments 

 In this day and age, there are several factors that encourage local governments to use 
social media for improving democracy, encouraging participation and citizens’ 
knowledge of political processes. These factors can be discussed from economic, 
political, administrative, and social context frameworks. Economic and fi nancial 
crises may increase the local government’s social media use. Currently, countries all 
over the world have experienced severe economic and fi nancial crises. These crises 
emerged in a globalized economic structure, and, like previous crises, upset many 
states’ economic and fi nancial balances. Local government’s fi nancial conditions 
are not immune to the fi nancial disruptions faced by countries. Therefore, several 
recent studies have focused on the global crises’ impact on local governments 
(United Cities and Local Governments  2009 ; Council of European Municipalities 
and Regions  2009 ; Commonwealth Secretariat  2010 ; Local Government and Public 
Service Initiative  2009 ). The global economic crisis negatively impacted local gov-
ernment’s fi nancial structure. Because of a sharp decrease in revenues (both tax 
revenues and central government fi nancial transfers), economic activity recessions, 
and increased unemployment, local governments have experienced increased spend-
ing and budget defi cits (Paulais  2009 ; Council of European Municipalities and 
Regions  2009 ). 

 Local governments that have to rationally use resources may be more sensitive to 
effi cient and productive working and rational resource use during crisis periods. 
Social media may offer important opportunities to rationally allocate resources by 
determining citizen’s priorities and needs; to make more acceptable policies by 
gathering citizen’s ideas and opinions; and to provide citizen-oriented, effi cient, and 
productive public services. These opportunities may encourage local governments 
to use social media tools. 

 Participatory democracy and new political understandings may also encourage 
local governments to use social media tools. Today, there is signifi cant discontent 
with functioning of democracy. Low voter turnout and confi dence crises in political 
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institutions are seen as the symptoms of this disappointment (Putnam  1995 ; Berman 
 1997 ). Coleman and Gøtze ( 2001 ) asserted that many developed democracies expe-
rienced a loss of confi dence in traditional democratic government models. To pre-
vent and end the democratic legitimacy and accountability crisis, there is a need for 
a new type of relationship between citizens and governance institutions. In this con-
text, representative democracy is criticized, and there are increases in participatory 
democracy. Although the idea that information and communication technologies 
(ICTs) have the potential to improve democracy is not new, there has been a rise in 
current expectations from Internet-based technologies such as social media to mate-
rialize participatory democracy. 

 Moreover, a growing, new understanding of politics may also play an important 
role for use of social media by local governments. Today, Internet-based technolo-
gies have become an integral part of election campaigns, political communication, 
and political marketing practices. In fact, politicians cannot be indifferent to devel-
opments in ICTs. However, politicians at the national and local levels intensively 
use opportunities offered by social media tools in an attempt to organize and mobi-
lize supporters and communicate messages to the public. Of course, the use of the 
social media by important elected fi gures such as mayors and council members 
may encourage the local governments to open offi cial institutional accounts on 
social media. 

 Emerging alternative approaches to public service delivery and changing social 
expectations make social media use at the local level a prerequisite. Today, public 
service improvement constitutes a vital part of countries’ administrative reforms. 
Because governments have questioned the traditional conception of public service 
delivery, in the context of New Public Management (NPM), alternative approaches 
regarding public service delivery have been introduced. However, although they 
provide gains in effi ciency, these alternative mechanisms have also been strongly 
criticized, as they have failed to account for citizens perceptions in public service 
improvement. It has been argued that mechanisms introduced by NPM failed to 
meet expectations for improving citizen satisfaction, trust and participation (OECD 
 2011 ). In fact, post-NPM debates, such as collaborative governance (Ansell and 
Gash  2007 ), new public governance (Osborne  2006 ), and public value (Moore 
 1995 ), directly or indirectly focus attention on this problem. Today, citizens expect 
public institutions to not only provide public services in an effi cient way, but to also 
provide them in a participatory and accountable manner. In fact, it is believed that 
the involvement of citizens in every stage of public service design and delivery, as 
an innovative approach, can help improve public services through better under-
standing of citizens’ changing priorities and accumulating citizen’s information and 
ideas (OECD  2009 ). 

 The literature discusses this innovative approach as the concept of “co- 
production” (Bovaird  2007 ; Brandsen and Pestoff  2006 ; Cassia and Magno  2009 ; 
OECD  2011 ). “This new conception towards public services alters the role of the 
citizens and elevates them from the passive recipients of public services to the posi-
tion of partner and contributor. The views, expectations, and demands of the citi-
zens are considered as a vital input in improving the public services” (Sobaci and 
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Karkin  2013 , p. 418). This innovative concept for public service delivery is com-
patible with philosophy of social media. Therefore, this innovative concept and the 
citizen’s changing expectations may encourage the local governments to use social 
media tools.  

1.4     The Local Government   -  Social Media Relationship  :  
A Cyclical Process 

 The relationship between local governments, stakeholders, and social media can be 
considered as a cyclical process. In fact, this cyclical process provides a simple road 
map for local government’s social media use. I introduce a road map for deploying 
social media tools by local governments. I developed this road map based on the 
Young Foundation’s framework for the use of social media by local governments. 
While the Young Foundation framework is composed of three steps, I have devel-
oped the local government and social media relationships cyclical process in fi ve 
steps. These steps include: making decisions to deploy and choosing tools; listen-
ing; participation; transformation; and evaluation. 

 The fi rst step in the cyclical process is to make a decision and choose a tool. 
Local governments may deploy social media tools for various purposes (such as 
making them aware of decisions or services; being visible; self-promotion; develop-
ing personnel recruitment; promoting local tourism; developing the policy-making 
process; or problem solving). Accordingly, the fi rst step of the process for the local 
governments is to decide to partake in the social media world and choose the appro-
priate social media tool. Local governments have to fulfi l their public goals and 
conduct certain functions to meet these goals. In principle, an initial awareness must 
emerge about how social media could contribute to the realization of public goals 
and a decision must be made to take advantage of these innovative technologies. As 
explained above, every social media tool has unique features. Therefore, local gov-
ernments may deploy different social media tools for different goals and functions. 
Moreover, the target group or social segment may vary depending on local govern-
ment activities. Thus, it is crucial to choose the correct purpose-compatible social 
media tool. For instance, if a local government seeks to promote the local economy 
by attracting tourists to the city, it would be appropriate to deploy video and photo 
sharing sites. A local government that wishes to produce policies for young people 
should use the social media tools that young people most use and the local govern-
ments get into contact with them. 

 The second step in this cyclical process, specifi cally when the target is the 
improvement of policy-making process and solving certain local problems, is to 
listen to social media users and their conversations about local problems. It is fairly 
easy for local governments to start to listen to social media users and does not pose 
any risk. In this way, local governments may fi rst build an understanding of who 
talks and what they are talking about. Listening to these online conversations is 
important because this step may help obtain unfi ltered ideas and opinions on local 
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issues. Moreover, listening to citizens in social media supports the fi rst step of the 
process as it helps determine the best channels for reaching citizens and different 
segments of society (Young Foundation  2010 ). 

 After listening to stakeholders in the social media, the most appropriate reaction 
to stakeholder’s sharing (such as posts, tweets, and comments) would be to partici-
pate in social media conversations. In general, this method is at no cost for local 
governments. There is no cost because local governments will not establish new 
websites or platforms to create online communities but will join into preexisting 
communities, such as Facebook and Twitter. In the participation stage, citizens will 
make judgments based on the online behavior of local governments: Do local gov-
ernments respond in a constructive way and provide timely feedback? Do the local 
governments really listen? Or do they just react? (Young Foundation  2010 ). 

 Thus, local governments should be cautious in the participation stage and restruc-
ture social media participation around fi ve key activities: Dialogue (having conver-
sations with the citizens via social media); Energize (providing citizens an issue that 
they can support and mobilize); Support (providing platforms for people); Involve 
(involving citizens in the decision-making process); Measure (being informed about 
the impact of social media) (Young Foundation  2010 ). 

 The next step in local governments’ relationship with social media is transforma-
tion (Young Foundation  2010 ). Local governments should implement transforma-
tion by using the local knowledge that was obtained in the listening and participation 
stages as input in the problem solving, decision-making, public service improve-
ment, and altering working methods processes. 

 The last stage of the cyclical relationship is evaluation. It is necessary to measure 
and evaluate the real contribution that social media makes in reaching predeter-
mined social, political, organizational, and fi nancial aims or resolving a problem. 
As with all social phenomena, it is diffi cult to measure and evaluate the impact or 
contribution of social media. However, social media performance and impact on the 
results should be evaluated with several tools (analysis of social media-based indi-
cators; network analysis; citizen surveys). In this way, it is possible to understand 
whether the correct social media tools have been selected and appropriately used 
throughout the process.  

1.5     The Benefi ts of Social Media to Local Governments 

 One of the questions to be answered to understand the signifi cance of social media 
for local governments is how social media can make a contribution to local govern-
ments. In other words, in what areas do social media provide opportunities for local 
governments? In fact, the literature has discussed the benefi ts of social media use in 
the public sector (Bertot et al.  2010 ; Mergel  2013b ; Picazo-Vela et al.  2012 ; 
Mossberger et al.  2013 ). However, given unique features of local governments, it is 
possible to outline the opportunities offered by deploying social media for local 
governments in several areas: 
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  Improving Effi ciency and Productivity : In a period when public administration 
faces challenges in terms of resources, social media may contribute to fulfi lling 
many functions with little resources (Freeman and Loo  2009 ; Landsbergen  2010 ; 
Kuzma  2010 ). The use of social media by local governments may play a comple-
mentary role for traditional methods in many activities or services they organize and 
save resources, money, and time. For instance, via social media tools such as 
Facebook and Twitter, local governments may more quickly and cost-effectively 
contact citizens and other stakeholders. Similar to the private sector, local govern-
ments may take advantage of social media tools such as LinkedIn, specifi cally for 
personnel recruitment. Local governments may share council meetings via YouTube. 
Similarly, sharing platforms, such as YouTube or Pinterest, can be used to promote 
historical and cultural places and improve the city’s tourism potential. In addition, 
as Landsbergen ( 2010 ) stated, local governments may benefi t from social media, 
not only for fi nding resources that are out of their control but also as creative and 
innovative tools for mobilizing resources to fulfi l the public purposes. 

  Improving Local Public Services : Social media tools allow local governments, as 
institutional actors or political actors (including the mayor or council members), to 
more frequently and comprehensively interact with citizens. Social media allow 
almost everyone to easily communicate opinions, recommendations, and criticisms 
to local offi cials, including those who do not often have their voices heard. In other 
words, social media include several channels for citizens to report problems they 
faced. At the same time, social media allow local governments to use the feedback 
they obtained from citizens as input in improving public services. In this way, social 
media pave the way for local governments to co-produce public services and medi-
ate citizens’ satisfaction in public services. For instance, mayors may use blogs or 
Twitter as a channel for collecting citizen’s opinions and complaints. 

  Improving Policy Making : Local governments may start interactive and power-
ful dialogues with citizens about local issues via social media tools and involve 
them in the decision-making process. Social media tools provide new opportuni-
ties for involving citizens in problem-solving, community engagement, crowd-
sourcing, consultation, and cooperation processes. Thus, social media tools may 
lead to more rational and legitimate decision-making based on local knowledge 
and community preferences. A good example of policy improvement via social 
media is from England and is called “Help a London Park.” This was a simple 
competition that was run by the Mayor of London and allowed people in London 
to vote for parks that would receive £400,000 for improvement. This project 
allowed Facebook groups to be set up and created YouTube videos, Flickr photos 
and countless blog articles. More than 110,000 votes were cast in this consultation 
project (Gibson  2010 ). 

  Strengthening the Local Democracy : There is a very close relationship between 
local governments and democracy. This is because the most appropriate scale for 
democracy is local scale. Local governments make decisions that directly impact citi-
zen’s lives. Because local governments are closest to citizens, it is easier for  citizens 
to inspect and hold local governments accountable. Providing information to the citi-
zens about decisions and services may enhance transparency and accountability. 
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Involving citizens and other stakeholders in the decision-making process may 
increase trust in local governments. Social media can improve local democracy by 
enhancing transparency, accountability, trust in government, and participation at the 
local level. 

 Moreover, as Gibson ( 2010 ) stated, social media tools provide new opportunities 
to engage people in elections. For instance, the Derbyshire County and Newcastle 
City Councils in England used Twitter and Facebook to provide information about 
local elections and announce election results. 

  Collaboration and Knowledge Management : Strengthening intra- or cross- 
agency cooperation is one of the fundamental objectives of public administration 
reforms. It is necessary to remove the “silo effect” that negatively impacts organiza-
tional effi ciency and productivity. Fragmentation has a negative impact, especially 
in emergencies and disasters. Social media tools can be deployed in the public sec-
tor to join government and provide cross-agency cooperation (Osimo  2008 ). Thus, 
they also contribute to knowledge management. According to Chun et al. ( 2010 , 
pp. 4–5), “These social network systems allow large scale distributed collaboration, 
information sharing and creation of collective intelligence in government areas at 
all levels from local to federal.”  

1.6     Risks and Barriers for Local Governments 

 There is some skepticism about using social media in the public sector (Kingsley 
 2009 ; Zavattaro and Sementelli  2014 ). In general, critics emphasize the intrinsic 
risks of social media use and barriers to social media adoption. In this context, it is 
not clear if social media is an opportunity or a threat (Spurrell  2012 ). However, it is 
possible to say that there is in general a dominant optimistic point of view. There are 
few studies that identify barriers to social media use and make suggestions to 
remove them in the relevant literature (Bertot et al.  2012 ; Picazo-Vela et al.  2012 ; 
Zheng  2013 ; Landsbergen  2010 ; Meijer et al.  2012 ; CIO Council  2009 ; Tappendorf 
 2012 ). These studies use social, political, legal, organizational, technological, and 
information-related categories to understand barriers for the use of social media in 
public sector (Picazo-Vela et al.  2012 ; Zheng  2013 ). The barriers to public sector 
social media use are related to leadership, lack of resources, privacy, security, public 
records management, perceptions, social inclusion, and governance (Bertot et al. 
 2012 ; Landsbergen  2010 ; Dadashzadeh  2010 ; Meijer et al.  2012 ). 

 It is benefi cial to briefl y review contextual factors that may impact local govern-
ment’s social media use before discussing the barriers that local governments have 
encountered in practice. As has been seen in prior e-government practices, the most 
important barrier to social media in the public sector is not the innovative technol-
ogy itself, but public institution’s adoption of Internet-based applications. Thus, the 
fi rst requirement is a mind-set change. In other words, by abandoning traditional 
functioning, the adoption of social media by public institutions requires awareness, 
collective belief, and consensus about the opportunities offered by social media for 
public institutions. 
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 In this context, as with any innovative organizational initiative, leadership is an 
important factor for local governments to take advantage of social media applica-
tions in an effi cient way to achieve specifi c objectives (transparency, accountability, 
participation, and cooperation). A powerful leadership that does not see using social 
media as a waste of time can facilitate social media use in local government. In 
other words, one potential barrier to local government’s social media use is a lack of 
powerful leadership. 

 Another contextual factor that may infl uence local government’s social media 
use is culture. Here, culture can be classifi ed into two categories: Organizational 
culture and political culture. Organizational culture is a decisive factor in an institu-
tion’s adoption of a change and ability to keep up with ongoing changes. In this 
context, a local government’s culture that does not resist social media applications 
is closely related to being an open system and sensitive to environmental changes in 
the local government. 

 For political culture, it is necessary for citizens to have an active role so that these 
technologies can contribute to transparency, participation, and cooperation. The 
nature of social media predicts a two-way relationship and dialogue between the 
governing and the governed. When local governments adopt social media applica-
tions, there is a need for citizens to use these technologies for political and admin-
istrative purposes to achieve the above-mentioned objectives. In other words, 
citizens are required to be active and participatory political actors. The political 
culture in a country decides if this type of citizen can emerge and be nurtured by the 
democratic climate. In addition, even if the political culture of a country paves the 
way for an active and participatory citizen to emerge, citizens still must have the 
skills to use the social media tools. Therefore, the e-maturity of the society has an 
indirect impact on local government’s social media use. 

 The other contextual factor is digital divide. For expected benefi ts from social 
media to emerge at the local level, disabled and socioeconomically disadvantaged 
people need to have access to social media tools. In other words, there is a need to 
overcome the problem of digital divide. 

 Having briefl y explicated contextual factors above, we can explain the risks and 
barriers that local governments encounter while using social media in the following 
section: 

  Resources : One main barrier to local government social media use is a lack of 
suffi cient resources. The problem of resources can be addressed in three ways: tech-
nological, personnel, and time. In the technological dimension, local governments 
need to have the required broadband to support streaming videos; security measures 
to protect their institution’s network from viruses and malware-rich social media 
software; and to have suffi cient disk space to support certain applications (Center 
for Technology in Government  2009 ). Local governments are faced with various 
challenges in terms of personnel. The use of social media by local governments 
requires that personnel have certain new and different skills. Thus, local  governments 
should hire a person responsible for the management of social media or set up a 
team that will be responsible for social media relations. Moreover, all institutional 
personnel should know how to use social media tools, which raises personnel training 
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and development questions. For local governments to effectively use and imple-
ment best practices in social media, they need to train their personnel on social 
media. In addition, allocated time is needed to respond to citizen’s posts, partake in 
conversations with citizens on behalf of the institution, and follow ongoing discus-
sions and activities in the social media. Indeed, empirical studies that have focused 
on local government’s social media use confi rm that the lack of suffi cient resources 
is a signifi cant barrier raised by local offi cials (Howard  2012 ; Purser  2012 ; Center 
for Technology in Government  2009 ). 

  Legal Issues : The use of social media by local governments highlights many 
legal concerns on which offi cials need to attentively focus. These legal issues com-
prise the following concerns: compatibility with laws of open records laws or sun-
shine laws (such as the obligation of the council meeting being open to the public 
and retaining records); monitoring personnel’s appropriate use of social media (the 
potential impact of social media use on productivity, inappropriate online activity 
on agency computers); posting inaccurate information in the agency’s name and the 
resulting liability for consequences resulting from misinformation; employer–
employee relationships (employer requests for social media passwords); posts caus-
ing copyright issues; and concerns of discrimination based on digital divide (Center 
for Technology in Government  2009 ; Hennessy  2012 ; Tappendorf  2012 ; Hrdinová 
et al.  2010 ; Kingsley  2009 ). 

  Security : Security concerns are one of the most fundamental barriers to local 
governments social media use. Security concerns include risks, such as malware 
software targeting institutions’ networks or cyber-attacks by hackers and leaking 
secret information. The use of social media by local governments has introduced 
new methods (information scraping, spear phishing, social engineering, spoofi ng, 
and web application attacks) for these risks (Oxley  2011 ; CIO Council  2009 ; Center 
for Technology in Government  2009 ). In fact, empirical studies that have focused 
on the use of social media by local government have shown that offi cials consider 
security to be one of the main barriers (Howard  2012 ; Purser  2012 ; Center for 
Technology in Government  2009 ). 

  Information and Content Concerns : Content management is another important 
issue in local government’s social media use. In this context, determining the 
sender of information on behalf of the institution and ensuring the correct content 
is crucial. If these issues are not clearly determined by the institution, many per-
sonnel may post inaccurate information on behalf of the institution. In addition, 
sensitive information may be leaked. Moreover, because the institution does not 
have full control of the content, the institution may falsely seem to approve opin-
ions and advertisements published on its social media site or from other social 
media sites (Center for Technology in Government  2009 ). Additionally, institu-
tional personnel may share opinions and comments on social media tools that dif-
fer from the local government’s offi cial social media accounts. There may be a 
false perception that these opinions and comments were approved by the local 
government (Hrdinová et al.  2010 ). Finally, when citizens are informed by the 
local government through different sources via social media tools, there may be an 
abundance of information. Thus, the important messages of the institution may 
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drown in the sea of information (Center for Technology in Government  2009 ). All 
these problems are in the list of barriers for using social media in empirical studies 
(Purser  2012 ; Howard  2012 ; Hrdinová et al.  2010 ); thus, local governments should 
take measures against those risks. 

  Reputation Management : Posts sent on social media spread very quickly. While 
this provides local governments with opportunities for disseminating information, 
it may also generate adverse consequences. Because local governments do not 
have control over their own messages in the social media world, there may be 
extensive negative statements or defamation about local government. This raises 
the issue of reputational risk. In other words, local governments should preserve 
their online reputations as social assets. Concerns about reputational risks are 
extensively articulated by local offi cials (Purser  2012 ; Howard  2012 ; Gibson  2010 ; 
Ben-Yehuda  2012 ).  

1.7     Literature Review and Future Studies 

 Because social media have signifi cant impacts on political and social life, it is an 
academically worthwhile endeavor to focus on and examine social media. In fact, 
the literature on the use of social media by the political and administrative institu-
tions has recently expanded. However, there have been few studies on the relation-
ship between social media and local governments, and the locally elected. For 
example, there are hardly any books focused on the relationship between social 
media and local governments. Research on local government’s or politician’s social 
media use includes very few articles published in core journals and some confer-
ence papers. Each article and paper focuses on a particular aspect of the relationship 
between social media and local government. Moreover, it is also possible to talk 
about some guides and reports focusing on the relationship between local govern-
ment and social media (Gibson  2010 ; IDeA  2010 ; Hrdinová et al.  2010 ; Howard 
 2012 ; Purser  2012 ). Table  1.2  presents the studies focused on the relationship 
between local governments or politicians and social media.

   Given the literature review on the use of social media by local governments, the 
following suggestions can be made: 

  Increasing the Number of and Enriching the Content of Studies : There is a need 
for more research on local government’s or politician’s social media use in terms of 
each subject specifi ed in Table  1.  2  . Existing studies are often from the USA, 
England, and Australia. Thus, there is a need for studies that investigate the use of 
social media by local governments in other countries. Studies of social media 
in local governments could specifi cally focus on the experiences of underdeveloped 
or developing countries, countries with different political and administrative tradi-
tions, and those in different geographies (Middle-East and Asia). Moreover, there 
are few comparative studies. In this context, it is important to compare and analyze 
social media practices in different countries. 
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 Most existing studies focused on Facebook and Twitter. Researchers often ana-
lyze these tools because they are popular and have many users around the world. 
However, future studies should analyze opportunities or risks from other social 
media tools for local governments. 

 Moreover, in addition to presenting statistical fi ndings on which tools are most 
frequently used and by whom, more theory-based studies on the applicability of 
social media tools in local governments may signifi cantly contribute to the relevant 
literature in the future. Future studies may benefi t from administrative reform the-

   Table 1.2    Literature review on the relationship between local governments and social media   

 Focus  Academic studies (countries and social media tools) 

 Presence and use  Vaccari ( 2013 ) (Italy-Facebook, YouTube, Twitter); Avery and 
Graham ( 2013 ) (USA-Social media in general); Scullion ( 2013 ) 
(England-Twitter and Facebook); Larsson ( 2013 ) (Sweden-Facebook, 
Twitter, YouTube and Flickr);  Mainka et al . ( 2014 ) (Various 
Countries-Social media in general); Panagiotopoulos and Sams 
( 2012 ) (UK-Twitter); Panagiotopoulos and Sams ( 2011 ) (UK-Twitter) 

 Adoption and diffusion  Zheng ( 2013 ) (China-Microblog); Mundy and Umer ( 2012 ) 
(UK-Twitter); Omar et al. ( 2012 ) (Australia-Social media in general); 
Ma ( 2014 ) (China-Microblog); Oliveira and Welch ( 2013 ) (USA- 
Social media in general); Reddick and Norris ( 2013 ) (USA-Social 
media in general); Sharif et al. ( 2014 ) (Australia-Social media in 
general) 

 Communication and 
citizen engagement 

 Agostino ( 2013 ) (Italy-Facebook, Twitter and YouTube); Bonsón 
et al. ( 2013 ) (European Countries-Facebook); Ellison and Hardey 
( 2013 ) (England-Facebook, Twitter and YouTube); Graham and 
Avery ( 2013 ) (USA-Facebook and Twitter); Hofmann et al. ( 2013 ) 
(Germany-Facebook); Lovari and Parisi ( 2012 ) (Italy-Facebook); 
Mossberger et al. ( 2013 ) (USA-Social media in general); Rustad and 
Sæbø ( 2013 ) (Norway-Facebook) 

 Transparency, 
accountability, and 
participation 

 Schellong and Girrger ( 2010 ) (Germany-Social media in general); 
Bonsón et al. ( 2012 ) (European Countries-Social media in general); 
Ellison and Hardey ( 2014 ) (England-Facebook, Twitter and 
YouTube); Mambrey and Dörr ( 2011 ) (Germany-Twitter); Sobaci and 
Karkin ( 2013 ) (Turkey-Twitter) 

 Local election, 
campaign, and politics 

 Segaard and Nielsen ( 2013 ) (Norway-Blog); Segaard ( 2012 ) 
(Norway-Blog); Lev-On ( 2012 ) (Israel-YouTube); Ozdesim Ikiz et al. 
( 2014 ) (Turkey-Twitter); Criado and Martinez-Fuentes ( 2010 ) 
(Spain-Blog); Criado et al. ( 2012 ) (Spain-Twitter); Skogerbø and 
Krumsvik ( 2014 ) (Norway-Facebook and Twitter); Yannas et al. 
( 2011 ) (Greece-Social media in general); Effi ng et al. ( 2013 ) 
(Holland-Social media in general); Raynauld and Greenberg ( 2014 ) 
(Canada-Twitter) 

 City planning  Evans-Cowley ( 2010 ) (USA, England and Canada-Facebook); 
Evans-Cowley and Hollander ( 2010 ) (USA-Facebook and Second 
Life); Fredericks and Foth ( 2013 ) (Australia-Facebook and Twitter); 
Williamson and Parolin ( 2013 ) (Australia-Social media in general) 

 Emergency  Panagiotopoulos et al. ( 2014 ) (England-Twitter); Tyshchuk and 
Wallace ( 2013 ) (USA-Social media in general) 
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ory, political and administrative culture discussions, policy diffusion theory, self- 
organizing, new institutionalism, and socio-technic systems approach. 

  Demand and Supply Side of Social Media Use in Local Governments : Future 
studies should analyze citizen’s and local offi cial’s perceptions about social media. 
What are the factors motivating citizens to use social media in their relationship 
with local governments? Do citizens consider the use of social media by local gov-
ernments an opportunity for effi cient public service, democracy and cooperation, or 
a waste of time? What are the basic characteristics of citizens who contact local 
governments via social media? Which users are interested in specifi c decisions that 
local governments have made and, in which policy areas? What are the local politi-
cians’ and offi cials’ perceptions of social media? Can local governments and local 
offi cials be categorized by social media use? In order for the local governments to 
make more legitimate and rational policies and fulfi l their public goals by benefi ting 
from social media tools, researchers should focus on these and similar problems. 

  Local Democracy and Participation : Given the signifi cance of local govern-
ments, especially for democracy and effi cient public service delivery, there is a need 
for empirical studies that analyze social media tools’ potential for enhancing of 
transparency, accountability, and participation at the local level. When this need is 
met, we see whether the commitments of the social media are realized. In the past, 
there have been debates that previous e-government waves have failed in terms of 
two-way relationships, participation, and strengthening democracy. 

  Detailed Analysis of Barriers and Recommendations : Barriers for use of these 
technologies in local governments are scarcely considered and categorized in the 
relevant literature. At this stage, researchers should specify each and every barrier 
encountered by the local governments as an independent topic of study and analyze 
it in detail. 

  Measuring the Impact of Social Media on Local Governments : It is important to 
measure the impact of the use of social media in local governments. These innova-
tive technologies may have organizational, political, fi nancial, and social impacts on 
local governments. It is an important topic of research to measure the real impact of 
social media use because social media may contribute to cost saving, transparency, 
participation, improving the policy-making process, and cooperation. What is the 
reality? Have social media tools contributed to these gains? Future studies may 
answer these questions through case studies.     
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