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Abstract 

This research investigated if New Zealand’s local governments were exploiting social 

media platforms for public engagement. Its primary purposes were: 1) to provide an 

overview of the social media usage; 2) to understand the preferences and influences of 

content format on engagement; 3) to assess the opportunities presented to citizens to 

engage and collaborate with policy-making processes. A content analysis was run under 

the Coronavirus scenario, and collected quantitative and qualitative data from seven 

social networks, assessing 1,101 posts.  

Findings revealed an average of three platforms per Council. Nevertheless, Facebook was 

the one that received more attention from public bodies. This fact resulted in low 

engagement rates across platforms and a considerable number of outdated social network 

pages. There was little concern about content planning, with publications being 

frequently cross-posted across platforms, resulting in duplicated messages. Content 

formats were limited to the traditional ones, such as Image, Video and Text. Although 

Image was the most used type, Live was the best format for promoting public 

participation. Regarding public participation, findings were in alignment with literature, 

confirming that local governments’ primary objective on social media was to inform 

rather than promoting a real dialogue.  

The research concluded that there is a potential to improve social media management to 

promote civic engagement. Recommendations suggest that local governments should 

create a social media strategy, focus on crucial platforms, apply content marketing 

techniques, and explore new content formats.  

 

Keywords:  social media; local governments; citizen engagement; New Zealand 
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Chapter 1.  Introduction 

 

1.1 Introduction to the research project 

The past decade has witnessed a remarkable change in the citizen-government 

relationship due to the increased consumption of information and communications 

technology (ICT). Notably, it was marked by the implementation of the use of social 

media by public administrations as a new way to engage with citizens in an environment 

where people were already present and connected (Schulman, 2016). In 2009, encouraged 

by the President, American agencies joined several social networking platforms to 

promote new ways of online civic interaction (e-participation). Consequently, his legacy 

influenced several governments around the world to implement the same strategy 

(Hughes et al., 2010), turning social media into an essential tool in the construction of 

government-citizen relationship, as will be demonstrated in the literature review.    

The public sector uses these web-based technology platforms as additional 

channels to establish a connection with citizens (Mergel, 2013, p. 328). Through these 

platforms, public bodies can interact with citizens outside the organisational environment. 

Social media have empowered citizens by providing a direct and collaborative space to 

share opinions and participate in the policymaking process (Silva, 2020b). Consequently, 

these social networks have enhanced civic engagement because of their interactive nature 

(Koršňáková and Carstens, 2017, p. 513). Nevertheless, the body of knowledge is 

unanimous in saying that the public sector is not taking full advantage of the social media 

features to allow public participation (Bellström et al., 2016; Conroy & Evans-Cowley, 

2006; Gruzd & Roy, 2016; Kuzma, 2010; Mergel, 2013; Norris & Reddick, 2013; 

Roengtam et al., 2017). 

Research has proven that the more open governments are on social media, the 

more participative their citizens are (Bonsón et al., 2014). Whilst scholars suggest that 

citizens demonstrate a disposition to be involved and participate in the development of 

governments’ agenda (Martins and Bermejo, 2018; Silva et al., 2015), especially amongst 
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the youth (Koršňáková and Carstens, 2017), the public sector has granted limited access 

to the mechanisms for full participation (Norris and Reddick, 2013). Findings pointed out 

that the general level of public participation provided by local governments was still at 

the lower stages (Bonsón et al., 2012; Mossberger et al., 2013). Mostly, public bodies use 

these networks in a traditional communication flow, from top to bottom, that is, from 

governments to citizens.  

Many studies have focused on the usage of social media by the public sector for 

the promotion of citizen engagement. However, there was an evident gap in the New 

Zealand setting. Therefore, this investigation aims to add to the field of research of public 

administration by examining how New Zealand’s local governments were using social 

media to interact with citizens. The main benefit of this study is to provide a 

comprehensive report of local governments’ activities on social media and what are the 

crucial types of content and features that generated more involvement. Hence, practical 

implications of this study can assist public entities to: (1) have a clear picture of 

performance regarding their level of public participation, (2) understand how they can 

improve public participation, and (3) better manage their social networking sites. 

Ultimately, this investigation adds to the body of knowledge by providing an overview of 

the current usage of social media by local governments in New Zealand, their preferred 

platforms, purposes and efforts to generate civic engagement.  

To adhere to ethical writing, it is needed to outline that during the development of 

the current project, previous work was constructed as part of the compulsory 

requirements for the completion of the MGT 803 - Research Proposal paper. 

Consequently, this unpublished material was partially absorbed in the present study. 

Given that, the remainder of this first chapter is organised as follows. Initially, it presents 

the rationale for this study, followed by the identification of the research problem and 

benefits, including its aim and objectives; the next section comprises the definition of 

terms needed for full comprehension of this investigation; lastly, it presents the proposed 

layout of this study and briefly introduces the following chapters.  
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1.2 Rationale: citizens’ engagement on social media and its 

benefits  

The academic literature has long recognised the importance of the presence of 

local governments in social media (Bellström et al., 2016; Bonsón et al., 2012; Graham et 

al., 2015; Gruzd and Roy, 2016; Mossberger et al., 2013). In contradiction, a likely 

drawback of their usage is that the power to value citizens’ inputs remains within public 

bodies, being at their discretion to use them or not to gain expertise from the wisdom of 

the crowd (Martins and Souza Bermejo, 2018, p. 431). Thus, the possibility of amplified 

civic participation through these channels necessarily relies on the will of public entities. 

Previous researches have shown that the primary purpose of governments on these 

platforms is to broadcast information in one-way, allowing limited public participation 

despite all the opportunities that social media provides for engagement (Bellström et al., 

2016; Conroy & Evans-Cowley, 2006; Gruzd & Roy, 2016; Kuzma, 2010; Mergel, 2013; 

Norris & Reddick, 2013; Roengtam et al., 2017). 

The present research pursued a content analysis of New Zealand’s regional 

councils’ posts on social media, using a mixed-method approach, which is explained in 

detail in the further chapters. Its scope intended to provide an overview on the use of 

social media by the conduction of an examination of 11 Regional Councils and six 

Unitary Authorities (RCUA), exploring their favourite platforms, habits and preferences; 

the level of public participation; types of resources used in posts; and which of these 

generated more engagement. It analysed a month-worth of data, which resulted in the 

evaluation of a total of 1,101 posts. The research also assessed their level of public 

participation by evaluating the opportunities created for citizens to engage in 

government’s decision-making processes.  

This study focused on the applied management field for the public sector by 

shedding light into good practices, facilitating the identification of achievements and 

discrepancies, so they can be replicated across the country’s public administration in the 

hope that it can bring a positive return for the stakeholders. Based on the research made 

for this project, it became evident that the extant literature has not covered the role of 
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New Zealand’s public bodies in allowing civic participation. Therefore, this was the first 

investigation on the topic in the country. Hence, it may have opened a path for new 

research in the same field, and hopefully, future researchers can use it as a framework in 

new studies. From the citizens’ perspective, it enabled the identification of the level of 

public participation promoted by local governments in the country and how they could 

initiate a dialogue with local governments on social media. Moreover, it made it possible 

to identify if local governments were providing opportunities to participate in the 

development of policies and the decision-making process. In other words, it identified the 

opportunities offered to citizens to participate in political decisions actively, collaborate 

with ideas, and share opinions.  

 It is essential to mention the limitations of this current research project that 

deserve special attention in future research. The first one was related to the method used 

for data collection. The process of collecting and tabulating data was made manually, 

becoming time-consuming. This procedure imposed a small interval of one month’s 

worth of data. The second constraint was the period selected to run the research project. 

At the time of the development of this study, the Covid-19 pandemic was a current and 

ubiquitous issue. Thus, it was sought to investigate the research questions under a 

pandemic scenario. Both those matters interfered in the generalisation of the findings, 

which should be used with caution as they only provide a rich understanding of the 

research problem. The third drawback refers to the application of a single research 

strategy. Although the content analysis has offered a good grasp of the research problem, 

it restricted the in-depth knowledge because it did not provide comprehensions about the 

strategies designed by local governments. The fourth point worth mentioning relates to 

the use of emojis to process the sentiment analysis. It is prudent to consider these results 

carefully because the method applied in this investigation limited the findings to the 

buttons offered in the platforms. Lastly, due to the rapid changes in social media trends, 

this research tends to become obsolete within a few years. Thus, the possibility of 

replicating this study might have been compromised. 
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1.3 Research aim and objectives 

The central question of this study sought to provide an understanding of how local 

governments in New Zealand were leveraging social media to promote civic engagement. 

Therefore, this research aimed to examine the use of these platforms by local 

governments to interact with their constituents. Given that, the three primary objectives 

of this study were: 

1. To identify the social media used by RCUA and the critical aspects of their 

usage. 

2. To explore the extent to which local public administrations offer participatory 

opportunities in social media. 

3. To identify the different features (content format) used by RCUA to generate 

online engagement and how citizens responded to them in terms of the level of public 

participation. 

 

1.4 Definition of technical terms 

 

This section aims to elucidate the terminology involved in this research. Although 

most of these terms are considerably well-known and regularly used, some may need to 

be defined to provide full comprehension of the study context. As cited in Silva (2020a), 

the term Web 2.0 was invented by O’Reilly Media in 2004 (p. 5), which was described 

by Allen (2017) as the technological inputs that provided the priority of data management 

(p. 180). Therefore, the advent of social media was promoted through the enhancement of 

internet features. For this study, social media were considered as web-based platforms in 

which users can create and share content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61). Illustrations 

of these platforms are Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube. 
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Moreover, it is important to clarify terms related to electronic government and its 

interaction with users. As supported by Criado and Gil-García (2013), e-Government (or 

electronic government) is defined as the use of the ICTs by the public sector to improve 

the offer of services (p. 8). Hence, citizens could enjoy public services within the 

convenience of place and time. Thus, the term ‘e-participation’ arose to explain the 

citizens’ cooperation with the government. Khan and Krishnan (2017) posited that its 

objective is to engage citizens in the policy process. In a similar way, ‘e-engagement’ 

relates to active online citizenship, through the performance of petition, voting and 

political activities, as typified by Ranieri et al. (2016).  

Another expression that is associated with social media is sentiment analysis. It 

can be described as the branch of knowledge that investigates the expressed emotions in 

written language (Liu, 2012, p. VI). In this research project, sentiment analysis was 

assessed related to the positive, negative or neutral reactions of social media users to 

extract subjective information about public opinion on RCUA posts. Although many 

scholars have used the proposed classification to qualify a post (Kimura & Katsurai, 

2017; Novak et al., 2015; Rout et al., 2018; Shiha & Ayvaz, 2017), this project 

investigated only the emoji buttons offered by the platforms, as those symbols can 

express one’s sentiment on social networking sites (Hogenboom et al., 2013; Wang and 

Castanon, 2015). 

 

1.5 Structure of the research project 

For better composition, this research project was divided into five remaining 

chapters as follows. Chapter Two presents the theoretical constructs and industry analysis 

to (1) explore in-depth the problem of this investigation, (2) explain the theoretical 

constructs, and (3) provide new perspectives related to the topic. In sequence, Chapter 

Three reviews previous research on the subject, providing a context for the development 

of online citizen engagement and discoveries of the use of social media by governments 

around the globe, apart from introducing significant findings in New Zealand. This 
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literature review also explores how different models can assess the level of public 

participation. Then, Chapter Four explains the research design and strategies, describing 

the applied methods and their limitations; later, Chapter Five discusses findings through 

the analysis of the gathered data collected from posts in different social media channels. 

Lastly, Chapter Six deliberates about the conclusions drawn on this investigation whilst 

offers recommendations for future research.  
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Chapter 2. Theory and Industry Analysis 

 

2.1 Introduction 

Having demonstrated, in Chapter One, an overview of the study, this chapter adds 

meaningful insights to the research project by presenting a critical evaluation of relevant 

theories and facts. It begins by exploring the theoretical constructs that supported the 

research problem and its objectives. In sequence, the industry analysis provides in-depth 

content by the application of a Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legal, and 

Environmental (PESTLE) Analysis. This chapter also assesses the stakeholders; provides 

data about social media usage in the country; accesses to ICTs and the national digital 

divide; and finally, explores how social-demographics can impact engagement. Based on 

the review of literature, the last section presents a summary of the main points discussed 

in this chapter.  

 

2.2 Theoretical foundations 

 

2.2.1  Measuring citizens interactions with the public sector 

The second and third objectives of this research project intended to explore 

whether or not local governments offer participatory opportunities in social media and to 

assess the level of public participation related to different content formats. Therefore, the 

value of measuring engagement in social media consisted of understanding the 

motivations that led both parties – citizens and local governments – to start a 

conversation online.  
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The Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) is used to explain the motivations for 

which someone chooses a particular type of media to fulfil a need and accomplish a goal 

(Katz et al., 1973, p. 510). Initially, this theory related to mass communication channels. 

However, recently, it has been studied under the lenses of new technologies, as the 

internet has empowered people to personalise their medium preferences (Kearney, 2018, 

p. 8). Recent studies have investigated its application in a social media context (Corrada 

et al., 2019; Dolan et al., 2016; Hossain, 2019; Liu & Bakici, 2019). This theory supports 

this study because it fundaments the reasons for people using and sharing information on 

those platforms. 

Dolan and colleagues (2016) posited that UGT has relation with social media 

engagement behaviours as a result of motivational influences (p. 265). The authors signal 

that engagement can be active (related to the co-creation of content) or passive (related to 

the consumption of content), which ultimately can have an impact on levels of 

engagement. Both aspects were found and discussed in the findings of this project.  

Many studies have addressed the influence of the content message on engagement 

(Bonsón et al., 2015; Dolan et al., 2016; King et al., 2017; Silva et al., 2015). However, 

little was discussed about the content format (such as Images, Videos, Links, and Lives). 

Therefore, this research intended to appraise the characteristics of the features and their 

impact on engagement.    

Numerous models of evaluating levels of public participation in the extant 

literature were discussed in-depth in Chapter Three of this report. However, Mergel’s 

framework (2013) was chosen for this study due to its applicability in distinct social 

media platforms. It guided the measurement of the interactions and the classification of 

the posts’ intention on social media within RCUA. Her framework establishes three 

different levels of interactions, which will also be discussed in Chapters Three and Four. 

What is important to highlight is that her framework takes into consideration the agency’s 

mission on social media, correlates the communications tactics linking them to 

mechanisms available on different platforms, and outlines possible outcomes (p 332).  
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Thus, her framework was crucial to analyse social media metrics, helping this research 

project fulfil the objectives mentioned before.   

2.3  Industry analysis 

In 2017, the New Zealand Government went through a digital transformation to 

enable public entities to improve processes through cutting-edge technologies and to 

allow citizens to collaborate in government decision-making. According to the official 

website Digital Government (2020), among the achievements of this transformation, the 

country became a world pioneer by offering passport renewal services online, integrating 

agencies’ services, and facilitating open data access. Then, Digital Government has set 

the guidelines and has provided information for government agencies to thrive in the 

digital transformation, apart from being responsible for establishing the principles of 

online engagement for the public sector.  

According to that same source, in 2017, the Department of Internal Affairs ran the 

research How Digital Can Support Participation in Government. During this study, the 

government tested the value in listening to people’s demands on Twitter and how to 

transform discussions into policies. Although outcomes indicated that an approach of 

multi-channel (online and offline) could provide better results, it was found that the 

content of the posts needs to be accessible and appealing to generate engagement, 

transparency and reassure trust. This finding revealed the relevance of using content 

marketing techniques to improve engagement results.   

 

2.3.1  The different types of social media investigated 

According to Ortiz-Ospina (2019), social media platforms have arisen at the 

beginning of this millennium, imposing changes in society. Some have passed through an 

evolution along the years, and some have been deactivated. There are a great variety of 

these platforms with different purposes and for distinct audiences. Searches were 

performed on Google on September 21st, 2021, by using the name of the seven social 
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networks investigated in this study as a keyword to provide a summary of these 

platforms. This search enabled the construction of Table 1, which presents the meta 

description of those platforms, precisely, a brief description of a web site to drive clicks 

through search engines results. 

   

Table 1 

Brief Description of the Purpose of the Investigated Platforms 

Social Media Meta description 

 

Facebook 

 

“Create an account or log into Facebook. Connect with friends, family and 

other people you know. Share photos and videos, send messages and get 

updates.” (Facebook, 2020) 

YouTube “Enjoy the videos and music you love, upload original content, and share it 

all with friends, family, and the world on YouTube.” (YouTube, 2020) 

Instagram “A simple, fun & creative way to capture, edit & share photos, videos & 

messages with friends & family.” (Instagram, 2020) 

Twitter “From breaking news and entertainment to sports and politics, get the full 

story with all the live commentary.” (Twitter, 2020) 

LinkedIn “Manage your professional identity. Build and engage with your 

professional network. Access knowledge, insights and opportunities.” 

(LinkedIn, 2020) 

Flickr “Join the Flickr community, home to tens of billions of photos and 2 million 

groups.” (Flickr, 2020) 
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Neighbourly “Join and connect with your neighbours on New Zealand’s free and private 

neighbourhood website. Make your community a stronger, safer and 

friendlier place to ...” (Neighbourly, 2020) 

 

Note. This table presents the meta description results derived from searches on Google.co.nz on 

21/09/2020, by typing the name of each platform separately.   

 

As can be seen, each platform has a unique appeal and features to attract users, 

and common interest is what connects them. Based on the Uses and Gratifications 

classification proposed by Buzeta et al. (2020), the social networks mentioned above are 

classified either as (1) Entertainment or (2) Integration and Social Interaction (p. 81). In 

the first group, users seek for leisure time or to forget about daily issues. In contrast, in 

the second group users want to enhance connections and increase their sense of 

belonging. The authors posit that those platforms also attract organisations who aim to 

build branding and to take advantage of the audience.  

As will be discussed further in this Chapter, Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, 

Twitter and LinkedIn are on the top 10 most-used social networks by New Zealand 

internet users, aged 16 to 64 (Hootsuite & We Are Social, 2020). Neighbourly is listed on 

the 11th place, and Flickr does not appear on the ranking.  

 

2.3.2  PESTLE analysis of social media usage by the public sector in New 

Zealand 

The PESTLE analysis was performed as a complementary tool in the industry 

analysis to provide a clearer insight into the external environment. Through the 

assessment of those factors, it was possible to diagnose the usage of social networking 

applications by governments. This evaluation critically discussed the strategic role that 

those applications were playing and how they related to the industry.  
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POLITICAL FACTORS 

Social media have become powerful channels for political agenda, elections and 

discussion of public policies. They have been recognised as a feedback thermometer on a 

political performance or helping to predict elections results (Gayo-Avello, 2015). New 

Zealand, as a democratic country, allows free access to social media; differently from 

countries where citizens have limited access or face degrees of censorship.  

Social media have served politicians as ways to interact directly with citizens 

(Enli & Rosenberg, 2018). Recently, during one of the most notable pandemics of all 

times, COVID-19, the researcher of this study could personally observe the Ministry of 

Health using its social media accounts on Facebook, Twitter and Youtube to update the 

population specifically about the novel coronavirus. Also, amid the pandemic, Prime 

Minister Jacinda Arden made use of social media platforms to engage with citizens. She 

used her account on Facebook to not only post all official announcements related to the 

crisis but also performed lives to personally answer citizens’ queries in an informal and 

relaxed way. Although Facebook lives were organic (which means that no investment 

was allocated to promote the event), they had tremendous reach and interaction, with 

thousands of people watching and commenting.  

ECONOMIC FACTORS 

Social media are also business platforms and widely used as a communication 

channel. New Zealand Government has already recognised its value in approaching the 

broad audience. Flahive (2019) revealed that from 2014 to 2019, 15 government 

departments spent altogether more than NZD$ 170 million on advertising in these 

networks. According to his article, Tourism New Zealand was one of the agencies that 

invested more on social media advertising, a total amount of $45 million during 

2017/2018, recognising the importance of allocating budget where the audience is 

spending their time. Nevertheless, what must not be forgotten is that social media 

advertising has better results when combined with other communications channels in a 

strategic communications plan (Auditor-General of New Zealand, 2013).  
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SOCIAL DEMOGRAPHICS FACTORS 

Regarding the relevance of the social networking platforms in the country, it is 

necessary to have a comprehensive view of social media usage by local governments in 

New Zealand and to understand why they must partake in these new communication 

channels to engage with their constituents. For instance, according to the HootSuite and 

We Are Social report (2020), social media penetration reached 75% in January 2020, 

with a peak of 3.60 million active users spending one hour and 45 minutes average per 

day on those platforms, an increase of 3.5% compared with the previous year. The high 

number of social media users is a global trend, with more people joining these platforms 

every day. Moreover, the report demonstrated that, in the previous month of the survey, 

99% of New Zealanders internet users aged between 16 and 64 years old accessed a 

social networking site or used messaging service. In contrast, the report found that 86% 

of the users actively participated or contributed to social media, and surprisingly 33% 

used social media for work purposes. 

Regarding the consumption of online content, 94% watch online videos, 63% 

listen to streaming music services, and 34% listen to podcasts. The report also verified 

that 98% used mobile phones to access social media. Each New Zealander internet user 

aged 16 to 64 has an average of seven social media accounts, with the major social media 

sites in the preference of New Zealanders being YouTube (88%), Facebook (84%), 

Facebook Messenger (72%), Instagram (52%), Pinterest (35%), WhatsApp (33%), 

Snapchat (30%), LinkedIn (29%), and Twitter (25%). It is remarkable, however, that 

RCUA’s most used platforms are not entirely under users’ preferences. Figure 1 

illustrates the discrepancies.   

In terms of the country’s demographics, it is vital to highlight how they might 

have influenced the findings because New Zealand’s population is unevenly distributed 

across the country. According to Stats NZ (2019), the 2018 Census revealed a larger 

concentration located in the North Islands, which represents 76.5% of the residents, with 

Auckland and Wellington being the most populated regions. The South Island correspond 

to 23.5% of the total inhabitants in the country, with the Canterbury region being the 
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most populated. The contrast of population density from Auckland Central, the most 

populated area, to the least one, West Coast, ranges from 18,000 people per square 

kilometre to extraordinary one person per square kilometre (Stats NZ, 2017). Therefore, 

each region needed to be analysed individually due to its population size, which 

ultimately influences engagement numbers.  

 

Figure 1 

Preferred Social Media Platforms Among Internet Users in New Zealand Versus the Most Used by 

the RCUA 

 

Note. The graph shows the difference in the preferred social media between RCUA and internet users aged 

16 to 64 in the country. The data in blue was adapted from Digital 2019 Global Digital Overview. 

(https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2020-new-zealand). Copyright 2020 by Hootsuite & We Are 

Social. 
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TECHNOLOGICAL FACTORS 

Concerning the development of ICTs, New Zealand was globally ranked in the 

13th position among 176 countries assessed by the ICT Development Index from the 

International Telecommunication Union – ITU (2017). This index takes into 

consideration the accessibility to ICTs, the intensity of these technologies in society, and 

the impact of using them (p. 26). ITU also measures the price of mobile-data and fixed-

broadband relative to income, and New Zealand has one of the most affordable prices in 

Asia and the Pacific (Schaaper & Biggs, 2019).  

Amongst the benefits of the internet, two have prominence for New Zealanders: 

access to information and efficiently connecting to friends and family (Internetnz, 2019). 

Notably, the facilities provided by digital inclusion has brought advantages. Nevertheless, 

it is crucial to outline that many people still have limited access to ICTs. Thus, prior 

studies have provided a scenario for the digital divide in New Zealand. Researches point 

out that the three more relevant variables for a digital divide were related to age, 

household income, and rural areas (Digital Inclusion Research Group, 2017; Erturk & 

Fail, 2015; Grimes & White, 2019; Howell, 2012). Evidence also showed that Māori and 

Pasifika were considered groups at-risk and were over-represented among the digital 

excluded, with a gap in internet access when compared to Euporeans (Grimes & White, 

2019, p. 13). Therefore, the digital divide can potentially prevent those groups from 

interacting online with local governments.  

LEGAL FACTORS 

Social media are not comprehensively regulated in New Zealand (Sachdeva, 

2019). However, it is worth mentioning that the country has been working on ways to 

establish some kind of supervision, especially after the Christchurch terror attack in 2019. 

Cheng (2019) explained that when an Australian killed 51 people and injured another 49 

in a Mosque and live-streamed on Facebook, the country became one of the global 

leaders in trying to set regulation on social media businesses so they could be legally 

responsible for the content published on them. Also, some laws deal with the type of 

content that can be published on these networking sites. For instance, the Harmful Digital 
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Communications Act was built to tackle cyberbullying and other forms of harassment, 

avoiding or reducing the use of digital technology to threaten, offend, spread rumours or 

publish invasive content (The Ministry of Justice, 2020).  

 

2.3.3  Stakeholders  

The scope of this project was to analyse the dialogue occurred on social media 

platforms between public entities and citizens. Figure 2 illustrates the stakeholders 

involved in this project.  

 

Figure 2 

Stakeholders Involved in the Research Project 
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Different from many other countries, New Zealand’s system of government has 

only two layers: the central government and local governments (New Zealand Now, n.d.). 

According to the Local Government in New Zealand website (n.d.), 78 local authorities 

represent all areas of the country. They are divided into 11 Regional Councils, 12 City 

Councils, 52 District Councils and Auckland Council, which is a Territorial Authority. 

Moreover, the website explains that local governments responsibilities are related to 

services and issues that can impact daily citizens’ lives. The target population of this 

research project focused on local governments. The criteria to analyse both Regional 

Councils and Unitary Authorities was that they have the same level of decision power 

and this classification would cover all regions in the country. 

The positive side of focusing on the evaluation of how local governments were 

promoting online civic engagement was to have a comprehensive snapshot of New 

Zealand. Conversely, the assessment of the central government would only provide a 

single vision for the whole country, instead of pointing out possible regional differences 

within local authorities. Accordingly, Grudz and Roy (2016) remind that national systems 

benefit from having budgetary funds and visibility in comparison to local governments 

(p. 81). Studying local entities seemed to be more representative as RCUA are 

responsible for managing issues related to the communities. It was sought to have a good 

understanding of their purpose on social media, the opportunities created for citizen 

participation in their agenda, and how they were engaging the community. As 

demonstrated in Figure 3, it was necessary to include the Unitary Authorities as the target 

population in the study to have a complete representation of the country.    

In the citizens’ side, this study intended to have a clear image of their willingness 

in participating in an online conversation with public entities and how they responded to 

RCUA content and formats. Also, different social media websites were evaluated 

regarding their resources for interaction. Besides, researchers could also benefit from the 

findings and recommendations provided in this research project.  
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Figure 3  

Regional Councils and Unitary Authorities in New Zealand 

 

 

 

2.4  Summary  

As seen in this Chapter, its first section introduced the concepts of UGT to 

explain the reasons for citizens to engage in online conversations with governments. 

Also, the framework used to interpret citizens interactions was chosen because it 

encompasses different platforms. Therefore, the research objectives were based on well-

established theory and framework to ensure trustful results.  

The second part of this chapter provided an overview of the industry, presenting 

relevant facts and statical data. The PESTEL analysis identified critical aspects of the 

environment, and some of them called attention. First, the great importance of social 
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media in the country reflected on a high penetration among New Zealanders. They are 

spending almost two hours a day on those platforms, being YouTube the number one 

social networking website in the preference of active social media users.  Second, it was 

also discussed how the central government made use of these platforms during the 

pandemic. Third, access to ICTs and the digital divide were amply addressed. Outcomes 

demonstrated that their negative impacts have a connection with older adults, rural 

locations and Māori and Pasifika. Lastly, the population distribution in New Zealand has 

extreme disproportions, which could lead to biased findings. This fact was taken into 

consideration in the discussion.     
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3 Literature Review 

 

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter follows on from the previous one, which presented the underlying 

constructs and theories related to this study. Turning now to explore the existing literature 

review, this chapter provides critical findings of the use of social media by local 

governments. Firstly, it gives some insights into how social media became relevant to 

governments by presenting the context in which the former American president 

influenced other Administrations worldwide, becoming the first one to leverage its use. 

Following, it addresses the perceptions of social media as a communications channel. 

This chapter also discusses discoveries related to online civic engagement, tackling the 

profile of social media users and the different roles played by these platforms. Then, it 

identifies several studies around the world, including a specific topic about New Zealand. 

The last issue in this chapter covers some frameworks used to assess the level of public 

participation, indicating the model chosen for this project.  

 

3.2  The context and development of social media usage by 

governments 

This section discusses the context in which social media became relevant for 

public administrations, presenting their introduction by Barak Obama’s government. 

Then, it examines their use as a complementary communication channel, reflecting on 

their value, but also their limitations. 

As defined in Chapter 1, social media are online spaces in which users can create 

and share content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61) through social connections between 

people, groups and organisations. Notably, social media have an increased space in the 

lives of many citizens, which has been discussed by a significant number of authors in the 



32 

literature (Criado et al., 2017; Falco & Kleinhans, 2018a; Hrdinová et al., 2010; Kuzma, 

2010, Novek, 2009; Panagiotopoulos et al., 2014; Ross et al., 2014). Thus, the presence 

of public agents in the platforms mentioned above is expected, as projections predict that 

the number of people joining social networks will continue to rise in the next five years 

(Clement, 2020b). In this context, it becomes essential for public bodies to use them to 

bridge the gap between government and citizens, through information sharing, 

interactivity, and empowerment to strengthen their relationship.  

More importantly, the way local governments connect with citizens online seems 

to be a useful method to assess their level of interaction and responsiveness to citizens’ 

demands (Eom et al., 2018). However, according to Seigler (2017), the promotion of 

civic engagement by public administrators does not depend on the online presence 

exclusively (p. 75). It requires a certain level of social media implementation and usage 

to stimulate a full collaboration. Although it has been happening for a while now, 

governments have been using social media to expand their current communication 

channels to engage with citizens (Mergel, 2013; Marino & Presti, 2018). Graham et al. 

(2015) stated that these platforms are the best way to spread information to a large 

number of people at a fast pace (p. 392). Instead of a simple IT device, they are a 

communication instrument (Landsbergen, 2010, p. 135). Klischewski (2014) clarified 

that social media are an evolution of the previous formats of media because they allow 

the delivery of content and social connections through decentralised usage (p. 360). From 

this perspective, citizens may have more power and space to give an opinion on policies 

and projects in progress, improving governments’ processes, transparency and efficiency.  

 

3.2.1  History of social media usage by governments 

Regarding the development of social media usage by public agents, a unique path 

for governments around the world was set by the former President of The United States 

of America, Barack Obama. Although he was not the first politician to use social media 

to leverage his campaign, he was the one that successfully implemented a strategy to 

promote civic engagement and gain expertise from the crowd (Katz et al., 2013). During 
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the 2008 presidential campaign, he had a top team that put a digital strategy in place to 

leverage the use of social media, raising funds and gaining votes (Cogburn and Espinoza-

Vasquez, 2011, p. 191). After becoming president, he incorporated into his mandate the 

lessons learned from the elections. In an official memorandum, he instigated American 

departments and agencies to use new technologies, including social media, to provide 

open access to administrative data and to improve public service (Barack Obama, 2009). 

He posited that governments should be transparent, participatory, and collaborative (p. 3), 

which influenced the way citizens engage with the government and the policy-making 

process (Katz et al., 2013). 

In consequence, his administration hosted an online survey to collect ideas from 

the public on how to achieve these goals, which resulted in more than 1,000 generated 

ideas (Noveck, 2009). Nevertheless, besides all efforts, Katz et al. sustained that “the 

Obama Administration has primarily used social media as a way to put out its messages 

and viewpoints and mobilise the public in support of Administration objectives” (p. 7), 

which ultimately means that it did not empower people.  

As a result of the intensive use of social media by the public sector, it sparkled 

interest in academic researchers to investigate the relationships in online civic 

engagement. This exhaustive use produced a substantial number of research carried out 

on the topic between 2009 and 2013.  

 

3.2.2  Social media as a communications channel 

Despite all the effervescence, social networks have not replaced the traditional 

media. Instead, they are an additional communication tool in public administrations 

(Mergel, 2013, p. 328), as they are instantaneous, versatile and reasonably low cost (Silva 

et al., 2015, p. 174). Additionally, previous studies have emphasised that social media 

applications are a legitimate tool for modern public administration (Gruzd & Roy, 2016; 

Marino & Presti, 2018; Mergel, 2013; Roengtam et al., 2017). This argument is supported 

by Wirtz and Kurtz (2017) when they declared that social media platforms could 
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revolutionise e-Government services (p. 359). Moreover, governments benefited from the 

advancement of the internet, which promoted the improvement of transparency 

promotion, policy-making, services, knowledge and cooperation management (Bonsón et 

al., 2012, pp. 125-126). For local authorities, the benefits are even better, as social media 

can be used to gain expertise of citizens’ opinions on daily problems (Panagiotopoulos et 

al., 2014, p. 356).  

In general, due to the lack of investment in personnel and technology, the public 

sector may not be prepared to operate social media, resulting in weak engagement 

strategies skills (Verma et al., 2017, p. 843). One way to overcome this problem is to 

carefully plan posts to create interactivity, getting citizens’ opinions and feedback (He et 

al., 2016, p. 92). To foster government-citizens collaboration, public bodies need to pay 

attention to contextual factors, such as the digital divide; the technological aspects, such 

as changes of technology; and factors related to internal infrastructures, such as human 

resources (Falco & Kleinhans, 2018b, p. 19). 

 

3.3  Online citizen engagement (e-participation) 

After introducing the concept of civic engagement, its online application and 

requirements, this section explores the profile of citizens that use social media to engage 

with governments pages. In sequence, it briefly discusses their role in governments’ 

accountability and responsiveness.  

When it comes to civic engagement, Adler and Goggin (2005) reminded that there 

is no consensus about the definition of the term (p. 237). According to their investigation, 

civic engagement can be related to community service, collective action, political 

involvement or even social change. Although, broadly, civic engagement can be defined 

as the process in which citizens, individually or collectively, act in social matters (Warren 

et al., 2014, p. 292).  
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Several authors have recognised that the presence of public agents in social 

networking sites strengthens citizen-government relationship (Bonsón et al., 2012; 

Martins & Souza Bermejo, 2018; Roengtam et al., 2017; Warren et al., 2014). Cogburn 

and Espinoza-Vasquez (2001) have concluded that having a straight line to connect with 

citizens can improve their involvement in political processes (p. 208). Similarly, Al-Aufi 

et al. (2017) believed that social networks had created new prospects for people to 

participate in the policy-making process (p. 190). Citizens are welcome to contribute with 

their knowledge and skills to help governments solving challenges (Linders, 2013, p. 

448). However, Casero-Ripollés (2017) reminded that the empowerment of citizens 

through social media is not an automatic process. The author commented that there are 

different power levels among users, being the privileged ones those with a higher 

educational level and easier internet access (p. 18). 

On the other hand, Khan and Krishnan (2017) emphasised that e-participation 

requires access to the internet and ICT tools. Hence, in countries with significant 

economic disparity, where people have limited or even no access to resources, the digital 

divide imposes itself in opposition to the concept that e-Government would provide better 

chances for democracy. The most compelling evidence is that, up to the present time, 

about 40% of the global population remains unconnected (Hootsuite & We Are Social, 

2020). In 1969, Airstein postulated that citizen participation equals citizen power. In 

other words, those that do not have access to the political and economic processes could 

only be accounted for the redistribution of power (p. 216).  

The usage of new technologies among local governments to interact and promote 

transparency grants “new possibilities for transforming relationships between government 

and citizens through more open government and citizen participation” (Mossberger et al., 

2013, p. 354). Alshaer et al. (2014) asserted that the citizen-government collaboration 

model improved by the internet is still in its early stages (p. 4). Government channels on 

social media are not an “effective dialogue and feedback mechanism” because many 

public bodies use these channels mainly to inform rather than to interact (He et al., 2016, 

p. 80). Nonetheless, words such as ‘co-design’, ‘co-production’ and ‘co-delivery’ are 

becoming more recurrent.  
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A study by Norris and Reddick (2013) have outlined that one of the most relevant 

factors for the implementation of the delivery of services by the public sector through 

internet applications by local authorities is to enable civic engagement (p. 173). Their 

study ran a survey within 4,452 local governments in The United States of America to 

investigate the adoption of e-Government tools. Results showed that despite the rise in 

the use of e-Government information and communication applications, they still offer 

limited interactivity and use these tools mainly to disseminate information. For e-

participation promotion and to allow people to engage in the decision-making process, 

public administrations should open their communication channels and content control. 

However, the final verdict remains in the government’s hands (OECD, 2001, pp. 60-61). 

Previous studies have focused on people’s interest in engaging online with the 

public sector. For instance, Kim and Lee (2012) performed a survey with 1,076 members 

of a web-based government program, which allowed citizens to submit ideas and 

proposals for policy-making in Seoul, South Korea. This research provided evidence that 

citizens’ satisfaction regarding e-Government tools was positively related to one’s self-

development online engagement (p. 7). Moreover, findings also showed that participant’s 

satisfaction was increased with government responsiveness whenever they felt involved 

in the decision-making process. More recent evidence has revealed that citizens’ 

willingness to engage with public agents is related to getting feedback on the 

applicability of their proposals (Martins & Souza Bermejo, 2018, p. 430). In their study, 

researchers found two main factors related to an individual’s interest in bringing up a 

solution for public issues: the convenience in submitting ideas and the feedback received 

from the public institution. Thus, this showed that people do not want to face barriers to 

be heard.  

 

3.3.1  Profile of citizens that partake in an online conversation with 

governments 

Prior research has given some insights about the profile of the people who engage 

with governments in web-based platforms. Vicente and Novo (2014) investigated social 
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and political participation among internet users in Spain. Based on the findings of  9,351 

individuals, the researchers found that online civic engagement was higher among men, 

people with better internet skills, and those who consumed news (pp. 383-384). 

Moreover, this study provided evidence that people who already had a social media 

account were more likely to engage in electronic policy-making. A positive correlation 

with being unemployed has also been found in this research. Thus, it is suggested that 

people who have more spare time would participate and be more active on social matters. 

Another study indicated that due to the internet, people who are relegated by society now 

could be active players in civic issues (Shirazi, 2013, p. 43).  

Many publications have appeared in recent years documenting youth civic 

engagement. According to the 2016 International Civic and Citizenship Study (ICCS), 

which was the first international investigation to explore civic engagement among youth 

through social media, these platforms can influence young citizens to understand their 

role in society (Koršňáková & Carstens, 2017, p. 512). Ninety-four thousand eighth-

grade students from 24 countries participated in this global study, and findings observed 

that students’ engagement varied among countries. However, in general, it was still 

limited. Surprisingly, it demonstrated that 31% of the students used social media at least 

once a week to search for political-related issues, 10% to share or comment on political 

matters and only 9% to post a comment or image about social issues (Schulz et al., 2016, 

p. 76).  

 

3.3.2  Social media as a tool for democracy and accountability  

In the last decade, the role of social media in the electronic democratisation 

movements has attracted much attention from research teams (Alshaer et al., 2014; 

Chatora, 2012; Howard et al., 2011; Klischewski, 2014; Shirazi, 2013). Silva (2020b) 

believes that this represents a shift of paradigm and a new democratic horizon can emerge 

as a consequence of these episodes. However, Gayo-Avello (2015) is convinced that the 

articulation for a real change proposed by the users is not possible because “social media 
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is a privately operated mass consumption product, aimed at entertaining an audience, not 

at allowing them to engage in political actions” (p. 13). 

Finally, social media can also play another critical role in governments’ 

responsiveness and accountability, which results in citizens’ trust. Citizen engagement in 

issues related to the public sector is enhanced by social accountability actions (United 

Nations, 2016, p. xii). Social media can be democratic platforms because users can 

express opinions through them, which is undoubtedly empowering (Bertot et al., 2010, p. 

266). However, the main problem is that public agents still are the protagonists for 

promoting online citizen participation (Vicente & Novo, 2014, p. 383). 

Due to social media, the public sector can give a prompt response to citizens’ 

requests (Au-Aufi et al., 2017, p. 180). However, it is mandatory to keep a steady and 

sharp online activity to understand the audience (Panagiotopoulos et al., 2013, pp. 318-

319). Accordingly, research by Eom et al. (2018) indicated that the presence of a public 

agent in social media, such as the figure of a mayor, can increase governments’ 

responsiveness because the official representative can mediate civil administration 

matters through a fair and close network (p. 118). However, for King and Cruickshank 

(2012), this is a controversial argument because they believed that governments were 

deceiving the communities to achieve its own goals in implementing policies and 

programs under a false pretext of full participation when it is nothing but co-operative (p. 

26).  

 

3.4  The use of social media by governments globally to increase 

engagement 

Several publications have appeared in recent years documenting how the public 

sector has been using social media to encourage citizens to participate in the construction 

of governments’ processes and social agenda. In general, the evidence demonstrated that 

limited features are provided for interaction, the flow of information goes mainly top-

down and there is space for improvement in engagement promotion. This section initially 
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pinpoints findings around the globe. Further, it explores research undertake in New 

Zealand, becoming clearer the gap existent in literature.  

For instance, a study (Mossberger et al., 2013) in the United States of America 

showed that there was a rapid increase in the adoption of social media by the local 

governments. The study was conducted with public administrations in the 75 largest U.S. 

cities between 2009 and 2011. It observed that the score of interactive tools offered 

varied from 11% to 96% among the studied cities, which represents a significant 

inconsistency related to the level of opportunities for citizen participation. The push 

strategy was the dominant way used in the communication flow. Contemporary research 

by DePaula and Dincelli (2018) analysed how users responded to governmental content 

on social media. It emphasises the tendency of using the emotion buttons as affective 

feedback on posts of local government departments. There was a higher number of 

reactions correlated to symbolic and image-based content, supported by the pre-cognitive 

and emotional behaviour nature of these platforms. This study also demonstrated that, in 

comparison to websites, social media generated more interaction.  

A recent study looking at the motivations in social media usage for local 

governments in Canada implied that “the purpose is to provide expressive extensions of 

traditional website functionality to wider audiences, rather than to alter the online 

presence fundamentally and ultimately the behaviour of the municipality within an 

increasingly virtual and networked context” (Gruzd & Roy, 2016, p. 84). In this 

qualitative investigation, the social media pages of the 25 largest local authorities were 

explored by Grudz and Roy, and results were consistent with prior research regarding the 

way public agents interact with citizens. It means that local administrations used these 

channels to publish information through the replication of the push strategy. They 

concluded that, despite all their interactivity potential, the use of these platforms was still 

incipient (p. 92).  

Research in South America provided additional findings. In Argentina, a study 

concluded that despite the increased number of counties making use of social media, 

local governments still lack modern technological tools to approach citizens and acquire 
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their opinions (Tarullo, 2015, p. 100). An investigation conducted in Brazil showed a 

robust willingness of citizens to interact with public bodies. However, only 20% of 

queries made by users received a response (Silva et al., 2015). This low response rate 

reflects that social media presence is still used mainly in one-way communication. More 

important, in none of the 20 municipalities studied was found a sequence such as 

publication-comment-response, which corresponds to a three-levels of interaction, 

according to researchers’ classification. Whereas some researchers are convinced that 

social networking sites can potentiate citizen engagement, Carbonai and Abdala’s (2017) 

findings in Brazil maintained that internet users are less engaged than offline citizens.   

Findings in Europe demonstrated a discrepancy in local governments and their 

use of social media among different countries. A content analysis conducted with 75 

European nations concluded that almost half of them did not have an account in any 

social media investigated (Bonsón et al., 2012).  This study suggested that these 

governments are missing an excellent opportunity to have an active voice in these 

platforms. Moreover, researchers concluded that local governments were, in general, in 

their initial stages related to the use of social media to promote civic participation. If 

changes are not implemented, they could lose relevant contributions from their 

constituents (p. 131). Conversely, in a more recent study, scholars concluded that the use 

of Facebook has become usual among local governments in the 15 earliest member 

countries of the European Union (Bonsón et al., 2016). Results also suggested that 

despite the high audience on Facebook pages, the level of citizen engagement is still low 

(p. 73).  

Studies addressed issues in the Arab countries, pointing to a strong desire for e-

participation. However, there is also the need for improvements by the government. 

Hidayat et al. (2018) investigated the performance of the Government of Bahrain on 

social media. Findings showed that users have an interest in consuming government’s 

information, indicating a preference for visual formats, such as videos. A study carried 

out by Alshaer et al.’s (2014) focused on mapping the perceptions of Arab citizens 

towards the use of social media to deliver public services by governments. The 

researchers explored how social media was contributing to the development and 
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governance of 22 Arab countries through the assessment of 3,654 responses on an online 

survey. This investigation revealed that there was a call to change social media from a 

one-way communication channel to a model that could involve citizens in the decision-

making process, as the public sector was failing in promoting public participation. 

Other studies looked at governments’ attempt to control social media. Focusing 

on the use of censorship strategies and manipulation of content in social media, King et 

al. (2017) shed light on how the Chinese government uses these platforms to magnify the 

state and the regime to cause a distraction on collective criticism. The government was 

using its massive workforce to minimise effects on negative comments and manipulate 

the discussions (p. 496-497). Moreover, Chatora (2012) examined the implications of 

interventions in social media by African governments to control citizen political 

participation. He posited that the use of social media was growing as the mobile network 

was rising but, in general, the internet access rate remained low and limited to the 

metropolitan upper classes (pp. 2-3). Additionally, a significant number of repressive 

regimes in Africa created massive barriers to all kinds of media access. His study also 

provided evidence that many regimes were dedicated to control and impose limitations on 

the use of these network channels. Nevertheless, it is crucial to outline that South Africa 

was an exception, as its government leveraged the use of the most popular social media 

sites to encourage citizens’ participation (p. 6-7). 

Findings in Australia confirmed the majority of previous research on social 

media, with local governments little exploring the use of social networks to create an 

effective dialogue with citizens. Heaselgrave and Simmons (2016) conducted in-depth 

interviews with 11 government communicators. They observed Australian councils used 

social networking sites to provide organisational information and announcements, mostly 

being used as a monologic channel. This study identified three potential barriers in the 

promotion of the dialogue, namely the lack of training and resources, leadership 

unfamiliar with social media and policy guidance in social media usage.  

 



42 

3.4.1  Findings of social media usage by the public sector in New Zealand 

Research on how the New Zealand government is taking advantage of social 

media to promote citizen engagement is quite limited. To the best knowledge of the 

researcher, there are not novel studies on the topic. Besides, in general, previous studies 

have investigated the use of these platforms in political campaigns and on post-disaster 

and crisis management. Although the investigation of public participation was not the 

focus of the experiments below, much information can be extracted from them.  

 

3.4.1.1  Use of social media by public servants  

As seen previously, the use of social media with electoral purposes emerged since 

Obama’s election. It became a complement to other actions of digital presence, such as 

the creation of a website in which the candidate can display his/her detailed profile, ideas, 

proposals and government program. The existing research provided relevant insights for a 

more profound understanding. To address the subject, Ross et al. (2014) explored the use 

of Facebook by the New Zealand Members of Parliament. It showed that “most 

politicians do not invite dialogue with readers of their posts, rarely get involved in 

comment threads and mostly take a monologic approach” (p. 251). This study showed 

that despite all potential for interactivity of social media, the Members of Parliament 

mainly used Facebook to share information rather than promoting real engagement with 

citizens. A study by Cameron et al. (2016) investigated the correlation between Facebook 

and Twitter usage during electoral campaigns and their influence on results. The research 

found a substantial correlation related to the number of followers in the social platforms 

and the election’s results. However, findings also indicated that the candidates’ online 

presence alone did not constitute a real connection with users due to the weak 

engagement entailed in these channels.  

In 2009, Sommer and Cullen assessed the process of building the Guide to Online 

Participation for New Zealand government agencies, which was designed to enhance 

online participation of citizens on the policy-making process using information and 

communications technology. Findings showed a correlation between engagement and the 
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way the content was introduced. People participated more when the topic had unique 

features such as graphics, use of technology or framed questions, which researchers 

labelled as compelling content (p. 5). Moreover, receiving feedback on the inputs placed 

by participants was also a significant issue, as it built trust in the process. Results also 

exposed that although some topics can initiate an adverse reaction, after the peak of this 

strong response, a constructive dialogue begins. Finally, the involvement of senior public 

servants was considered another issue because of the perceived risk of personal exposure 

as they were not used to social networking technologies. It is essential to consider, 

however, that the web 2.0 features investigated in this research were more linked to a 

broad concept of web applications than a social media study exclusively.    

Related to the use of social media by public servants, State Services Commission 

New Zealand (2012) has set principles and guidelines to formalise rights and obligations 

when handling these tools. Good practices are placed for interacting as an agency 

representative and even in a private sphere. Additionally, public agents need special 

training and content approval to post on behalf of government bodies publicly. It is valid 

to highlight that each agency can set its policy as long as it is under its Code of Conduct.   

 

3.4.1.2  Use of social media on disaster and emergency management 

 Tagliacozzo (2018) assessed the role of social media in the government-to-citizen 

(G2C) communications management during the Christchurch earthquakes recovery. The 

natural disasters happened in 2010 and 2011 when government agencies did not have an 

online presence.  In a post-disaster scenario, social networking pages became an extra 

channel to reach citizens, becoming a reality for public entities. It was found that most 

government officers surveyed that were involved in the recovery activities used these 

channels as a two-way tool to interact with citizens. These channels were used for 

information sharing (first stage of online interaction), and to reply to comments and get 

inputs through questions (second stage). However, it did not reach a set of full 

collaboration, where ideas could have been implemented in the recovery process. The 

study also revealed that social media increased the potential of controversial issues, as 
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people feel comfortable to express themselves and expose personal matters on these 

platforms. Canterbury public agencies were not equipped with the right resources at that 

time to deal with the number of queries on their social pages, which was time-consuming.  

Another research that investigated the use of social media, specifically Twitter, in 

emergency management was made by Flew et al. (2014). Supported by other findings in 

the literature, research demonstrated that the New Zealand government, namely the 

Canterbury Earthquake Recovery Authority (@CEQgovtnz), used Twitter as a one-way 

communication channel to spread information during the episode. It served as a trusted 

source to share precise data about the earthquake, and followers functioned as replicators 

of content, amplifying the reach of the message.  

 

3.5  Public participation and levels of engagement 

The proliferation of participative social spaces allows new forms of interaction. 

Citizen engagement is not limited to monitor the activities of public bodies. It goes 

further. It requires a willingness from governments to share data and agendas to ensure an 

inclusive democracy. Broadly, the one-way communication strategy is the first step for 

public bureaucracies to implement an e-Government model because it is simpler and 

cheaper to achieve (Conroy & Evans-Cowley, 2006, p. 382). Public entities need to apply 

more outstanding technical and administrative efforts to become more open to 

participation and allow civic engagement (Falco & Kleinhans, 2018a). Across the 

literature, there are different frameworks to assess the level of public engagement. As 

will be demonstrated, the number of gradations for citizen participation varies according 

to each model.  

One of the first models was proposed by Arnstein (1969) when she described a 

ladder of citizen participation with eight rungs. According to her study, they are divided 

into three stages: non-participation, degrees of tokenism and degrees of citizen power. 

From the lowest rung on the ladder till the top one, the scale gradations are manipulation, 

therapy, informing, consultation, placation, partnership, delegated power, and citizen 
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control. The lowest two rungs are non-participative levels in which powerholders 

‘enlighten’ participants. The next two rungs allow participants to hear and be heard; 

however, there are no guarantees that their opinions will be taken into consideration. 

Placation, the rung five, is a pretence of participation, as it allows have-nots to advise but 

maintains the decision power in the hands of the powerholders. In the last rungs, 

participants have higher degrees in the decision process, with the top two rungs - 

delegated authority and citizen control – being almost a utopia, where citizens would 

have full managerial power.  

Notably, the International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) designed a 

five-level spectrum to code the level of public engagement: inform, consult, involve, 

collaborate, and empower (IAP2 International Federation, 2018). It takes into 

consideration the government’s promise to the public according to each stage of the 

spectrum. The first level is the basic one, only to provide information. The second level 

promises to listen and give feedback but does not guarantee to act on them. Involve, 

which is the third level, creates a partnership between the government and the public, as 

the promise is to involve citizens throughout the process. The fourth level maximises 

citizens’ inputs but leaves the final decision to the government. Finally, empower means 

that the public decides what is best and governments only implement.   

Similarly, Lee and Kwak (2012) developed a maturity model for open 

governments with five levels (from lowest to highest): initial conditions, data 

transparency, open participation, open collaboration, and ubiquitous engagement. Its 

purpose is to guide state agencies to move forward onto higher levels gradually. The 

higher the level public agencies achieve, the higher the technical and managerial 

complexity and challenges will be (p. 496). When at the lowest level, agencies do not 

engage with the public and mainly broadcast information. Whereas at the highest level, 

agencies can provide public engagement through integrated ICTs, forming a sustainable 

environment with distinct stakeholders, increasing transparency, participation and 

collaboration (p. 497).  
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The previous models differ from the typology supported by Falco and Kleinhans 

(2018a), which was specially conceived to describe the relationship between citizens and 

government through social media in a four levels scale: information sharing, interaction, 

co-production, and self-organisation. They developed this typology after investigating the 

international literature on the topic. Each level demands different challenges and 

organisational/technical requirements to promote effective two-way communication and 

co-production (p. 28). Nevertheless, they have verified that even if public entities have 

implemented all the necessary instruments, good dialogic communication in social media 

still needs to be supported by off-line actions (p. 29). 

However, the most common model is the three-levels scale. For instance, the 

model developed by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) on its Handbook on Information, Consultation and Public Participation in 

Policy-Making (2001) ranked three types of citizen-government interactions: information 

(one-way relationship), consultation (limited two-way relationship) and active 

participation (advanced two-way relation) (pp. 15-16). In like manner, the United Nations 

(2018) developed the E-participation Index (EPI), which has a similar three-levels scale 

that is used to investigate if countries around the world are using electronic participatory 

tools to involve citizens in the decision-making process. It varies from passive to active 

engagement: e-Information, e-Consultation, and e-Decision-making (p. 112). 

Sequentially, the criteria assessed are information sharing, interaction with stakeholders 

and citizen participation in decision-making processes (p. 211). These three-levels 

models do not cover all the different aspects of citizen participation. Still, they are 

simpler and easier to capture an insight into the scenario.  

In this research project, a three-level model was selected to assess the RCUA’s 

level of public participation due to its applicability and focus on social media, comprising 

the specificities of social media interactions. Mergel’s (2013) framework for interpreting 

social media interactions in the public sector was used to evaluate the level of 

interactivity delivered by local governments. The main reasons for choosing this model 

were its relevance and alignment with the proposed metrics analysed in this study. Her 

scale varied from transparency, participation and collaboration and was inspired on the 
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Open Government Initiative goals (pp. 328-332). According to this scale, when agencies 

have Transparency as a mission, they are willing to share information or to educate 

people about specific subjects. Therefore, they use one-way communication and have as 

outcomes trust-building and accountability. When agencies are more inclined to engage 

and to create opportunities for a bi-directional conversation, they have Participation as a 

mission, resulting in consultation and satisfaction. In turn, Collaboration, as a mission, 

requires interactivity, contribution and co-creation, and it is the highest level of public 

participation, achieving a sense of community building.  

 

3.6 Summary 

 The reviewed literature raised several aspects related to the way the public sector 

is engaging with citizens in social networking sites, since its beginning with Barack 

Obama and recent findings around the world. Collectively, these studies have indicated 

that the majority of local governments use social media to broadcast information 

employing a push strategy. The chapter has shown how social media have an important 

role in governments’ accountability and responsiveness. Also, the literature demonstrated 

an increased interest in electronic civic participation, especially among the youth. Thus, 

the revised literature established a foundation for the research problem and its objectives. 

So far, studies in New Zealand have explored the use of social media by Members 

of the Parliament and government employees, besides investigating issues related to the 

use of social media during disasters and emergencies, such as the Christchurch 

earthquake in 2010. It became clear that researchers have not yet covered the aspects of 

the public sector, engaging with constituents on social platforms. Therefore, this research 

project intended to fill the existing gap, providing insights for researchers and 

practitioners.  
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4 Methodology 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Chapter Four details the methodological procedures for conducting the research, 

as a result of the discussions in the previous chapters. It seeks to enable answering the 

pre-established objectives by presenting the research methods, the instrument for data 

collection, the delimitation of the universe to be researched, as well as the stages of 

execution. This chapter is divided into four sections, as follows. The first one reviews the 

research design and justifies why a mixed-method approach was the selected design to 

assess the data, while the second section clarifies the methods used to collect and to 

categorise data. The third section seeks to discuss validity, reliability, bias, ethics and 

limitations of the research methods used. Finally, the last part summarises what has been 

discussed in this chapter.  

 

4.2 Research design  

According to Saunders et al. (2016), a research design is a path taken by the 

researcher to achieve the completion of his project (p. 163). This implies that the research 

design has a deep correlation with the researcher’s personal beliefs and thoughts, which, 

in turn, are related to a research philosophy (p. 126). Inspired by their illustrative research 

onion, Figure 4 offers a quick outlook on the research strategy designed to answer the 

proposed questions in this study, and all its layers are discussed in this section.  
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Figure 4 

The Research Design Applied in this Research Project 

 

Note. Adapted from Research methods for business students by Mark Saunders, Philip Lewis and Adrian 

Thornhill, 2016, 7ed, p. 164. Copyright 2016 by Pearson Education Limited. 

 

4.2.1  Research philosophy  

 

Research philosophy, the first layer of the onion, relates to the different 

approaches to evaluating data. The pragmatism philosophy guided this study as it aims at 

finding an answer to the research problem through practical and real solutions (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018, p. 6). This philosophy was best indicated to generate a practical 

organisational outcome (Saunders et al., 2016, pp. 142-143). Although some critics to 

this research philosophy believe that the researcher’s views and beliefs interfere in the 
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study (Kaushik & Walsh, 2019, p. 4), this overall strategy was thought to pursue a social 

explanation through the benefits of both quantitative and qualitative worlds, explained 

later in this section.  

 

4.2.2  Approach to theory development 

Turning now to the second layer of the onion, the deployment of inductive 

reasoning of theory development was based on the benefits generated by this concept. 

According to Saunders et al. (2016), the advantages of this approach are related to 

understanding the context in which events take place, coupled with in-depth knowledge 

on the subject matter (p. 570-571). Consequently, the nature of this research is 

explanatory, as an attempt to identify the factors that determine or contribute to the 

occurrence of the given phenomenon, which in this particular case is the use of social 

media by public agents to engage with citizens. As explained by Johnson and Christensen 

(2008), the explanatory research pursues a causal explanation of the topic by answering 

why and how the events happen (p. 62). 

 

4.2.3  Methodological choice 

This section explains the third layer of the onion, that is, the methodological 

choice. Thus, the combination of the research philosophy and the deductive approach led 

the researcher to apply a mixed method in this investigation. However, it is critical to 

provide an understanding of the differences in the existing approaches to justify the 

choice of this method.  

As enlightened by Johnson and Christensen (2008), the quantitative paradigm 

aims to quantify a problem and understand its dimension through numerical information 

on the subject matter studied (pp.34-35). According to the authors, this method provides 

good generalisation through the use of larger samples, being easier to replicate, besides 
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optimising time and resources (pp. 441-442). Conversely, the same authors explain that 

the qualitative paradigm uses a broad and in-depth approach to verify nonnumerical data, 

aiming to include the aspects and dimensions linked to the subject (p. 35). Noordin and 

Masrek (2016) assert that the qualitative approach distinguishes from quantitative in its 

nature of data gathering, analysis and results, which is bounded to the interpretivism and 

inductive paradigms (p. 8). The qualitative researchers pursue to study the particularities 

and individual experiences through a general narrower sample. 

The mixed-method approach, as the name suggests, is a combination of the 

mentioned methods above. It seeks to comprehend both realities. The application of the 

distinct methods can be concurrent or sequential, but the analysis of the results is 

expected to deliver a more comprehensive understanding of the topic (Saunders et al., 

2016, p. 168-169). However, the large volume of data to be collected and evaluated, 

added to time-consuming issues are some of the relevant weaknesses in this approach 

(Terrel, 2012, p. 268). 

Due to the characteristics of this research project and its objectives, it seemed 

coherent to employ a concurrent mixed-method approach, which permitted a clear vision 

of the differences related to RCUA and their specificities, coupled of some in-depth 

insights generated from the qualitative research. This method allowed the use of data 

triangulation, a design that combines qualitative and quantitative information to provide 

an integrated understanding of the research question (Creswell & Clark, 2007, p. 64). The 

quantitative aspect was central to measure behavioural trends and to explore the 

correlations of the number of engagement reactions resulting from the posts in order to 

generalise the results. At the same time, the qualitative information provided subjective 

knowledge on the case. 

 

4.2.4  Research strategy 

Having enlightened the methodological choice now is time to explain the fourth 

layer. This research strategy carried out a content analysis of RCUA’s social media posts, 
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which is believed to be the best technique to identify possible relationships among a large 

amount of communication content, with validity and reliability (Riffe et al., 2019, p. X). 

This method is known by investigating material that was not primarily created to fulfil 

the requirements of a research project (Saunders et al., 2016, p. 610), and it is best suited 

to provide a reality check on secondary data (Harris, 2001). 

One remarkable characteristic of this method is its systematic approach by the use 

of formal procedures, which reduces bias (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 290). Moreover, this 

recognised strategy has been applied in the assessment of raw information on social 

media performed by several researchers (Bonsón et al., 2015; Dolan et al., 2016; Rahim 

et al., 2019; You, 2016), which is followed by this study. The necessary data for the 

preparation of this study was obtained through the assessment of public information on 

RCUA’s social media platforms, as is explained later in this chapter.  

 

4.2.5  Time horizon 

After discussing the research strategy, it is now necessary to explain the time 

horizon, which is the fifth layer of the onion. A cross-sectional study was performed to 

provide a snapshot of a particular period. Due to the current and novice Coronavirus 

world pandemic, which included cases in New Zealand, the researcher pursued to have an 

understanding of how this condition could also impact social media engagement 

performance. Thus, April 2020 (1/4 to 30/4/2020) was seen as the best period to analyse 

this situation.  

To fight the pandemic, New Zealand’s central government developed an alert 

system with four different gradations, ranging from level 1, the more lenient, to level 4, 

the stricter (New Zealand Government, 2020). It decreed a full lockdown, a measure that 

imposed severe restrictions, such as the closure of all businesses and recreational 

facilities, except for essential services; constraints on people’s movements; and supplies 

rationing. The lockdown started on 25/03/2020 and remained active until 27/04/2020 

when it dropped to alert level 3 (1news, 2020). According to Aral (2020), the pandemic 
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instigated people who were pushed to be home to use social media, increasing its demand 

up to 50 per cent (p. IX). Therefore, this research found appropriated to investigate if the 

transition of alert levels could have possibly impacted users’ behaviour during the 

analysed period, as some restrictions were lifted in this change. That is, if the number of 

engagement during level four was higher than level three since people were restricted to 

their houses.  

Moreover, related to the use of social media during the pandemic epicentre in 

New Zealand, Watson (2020) posited that social media played an essential role during 

this period as they were a relief for those forced to stay at home. He affirmed that social 

media were responsible for connecting people, raising morale and being a source of 

inspiration. Thus, this study sought to examine the use of social media by local 

governments within this configuration.  

 

4.3 Research methods 

 

4.3.1  Data collection 

This study intended to provide an overview of the social media platforms chosen 

by local governments in New Zealand to engage with citizens. Therefore, this internet-

based research (IBR) consisted of examining the existing data available on those social 

networking sites through a content analysis of all posts published in April 2020 by all 

RCUA in New Zealand. 11 Regional Councils and 6 Unitary Authorities constituted the 

target population, that is a total of 17 local governments assessed to achieve a broad and 

real statistical representation of the whole population, being nine from the North Islands 

and eight from the South Islands. The population consisted of a representative sample 

size of New Zealand’s local governments, which, in consequence, increased the 

reliability of the results.  



54 

The Local Councils website (localcouncils.govt.nz) was accessed on 10/08/2020 

to retrieve the official websites of all RCUA in New Zealand. In sequence, the researcher 

accessed each RCUA official website to retrieve links of the social media pages from the 

icons displayed on their main page, resulting in Table 2. For this research project, it was 

not considered any social media platforms that were not published on the RCUA’s 

official portals.   

 

Table 2 

Overview of the Existing Social Media Platforms Used by RCUA 

 

Table 2 represents the distribution of social media platforms per region, providing 

a clear picture of RCUA’s setting. There were found seven different platforms, resulting 

in the assessment of 54 social media pages and 1,101 posts. The data collection revealed 

that Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, LinkedIn, Flickr and Neighbourly were the 

current platforms used by the councils, as shown in Table 2. Moreover, amongst other 

things, RCUA’s social media preferences are discussed in the following chapter.  
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The data was collected from 10/08/2020 to 21/08/2020 and examined all posts 

from 01/04/2020 to 30/04/2020. This month was selected due to COVID-19, as explained 

in the Time Horizon section. Data composed a database - the instrument used to gather 

and triangulate records.  

 

4.3.2  Data cataloguing 

 The qualitative data were retrieved at the same time of quantitative data in a  

concurrent mixed methods research. The quantitative approach offered easy cataloguing. 

Data were tabulated in a spreadsheet configured to compile posts, apart from the 

construction of a coding scheme to categorise non-numerical information (refer to 

Appendices A and B). Each platform had a dedicated tab, with fields for their specific 

needs. Despite the amount of data, the researcher collected it manually, without the help 

of scraper programmes. Each social platform was evaluated according to its specificities. 

Therefore the metrics varied among social media sites, as they provide unique ways of 

interaction, as can be seen below: 

Facebook: number of followers, number of posts published in the month assessed, 

date of the post, content format, post intention (related to public participation), the total 

number of reactions, number of comments, and number of shares. Also, to appraise the 

sentiment analysis, the number of each response was counted according to the different 

buttons (like, love, wow, hug, haha, sad, angry).  

YouTube: number of subscribers, number of posts published in the month 

assessed, date of the post, post intention (related to public participation), number of 

comments, number of likes, number of dislikes. 

Instagram: number of followers, number of posts published in the month assessed, 

date of the post, content format, post intention (related to public participation), number of 

likes, and number of comments.  
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Twitter: number of followers, number of posts published in the month assessed, 

date of the post, content format, post intention (related to public participation), number of 

likes, number of replies (comments), and number of retweets (shares). 

LinkedIn: number of followers, number of posts published in the month assessed, 

date of the post, content format, post intention (related to public participation), the total 

number of reactions, number of comments, and number of shares. Also, to evaluate the 

sentiment analysis, the number of each reaction was counted according to each different 

button (like, celebrate, love, insightful, curious).  

Flickr: number of followers, number of posts published in the month assessed, 

date of the post, content format, post intention (related to public participation), number of 

stars, and number of comments.  

Neighbourly: post intention (related to public participation), number of posts, 

number of likes, and number of thanks. 

 

The qualitative data extracted from posts complemented the quantitative aspect of 

the research. For that, during the quantitative data collection, the researcher observed 

posts and selected those that could provide an in-depth understanding of the research 

problem, by adding subjective information, mostly related to the message’s content and 

users’ engagement. 

Among the information provided by the gathered data, this research was able to 

identify the RCUA’s preferred social media platforms, the content format (e.g. Image, 

Text, Video) used to transmit the messages, the number of posts published per platform 

within the timeframe, and the engagement created in each post. Also, it offered an 

understanding of the purpose of each channel, examining which platform generated more 

engagement and what content format generated more interaction. 

Moreover, by using Mergel’s (2013) scale of public participation, every post 

assessed was classified regarding its promotion of interaction. Posts that aimed to share 
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information or educational purposes were classified as transparency (T). When the post 

intended to promote active engagement or had a call-to-action command, it was classified 

as participation (P). If the post provided opportunities for co-creation, it was categorised 

as collaboration (C). Equally important, posts were organised by their expressed 

sentiment validated through the emojis buttons offered in each platform, which were 

classified as positive (P), neutral (NE) or negative (N), as demonstrated in Table 3. 

Except for Facebook and YouTube, the platforms did not offer a reaction button to 

express negative reactions. Therefore, the assessment of sentiment analysis was only 

possible on the platforms mentioned above.   

 

Table 3 

Classification of Reaction Buttons in Different Social Media Platforms 

Platform Positive Neutral Negative 

Facebook Like, Love Haha, Hug, Wow Sad, Angry 

YouTube Like    Dislike 

Instagram Love     

Twitter Like     

LinkedIn Like, Love Celebrate, Insightful, Curious    

Flickr Star     

Neighbourly Like     

 

For instance, on Facebook, the user explicit expressed sentiment related to a post 

can vary from ‘Like, Love, Wow, Hug, Haha, Sad, Angry’. It was used Wang and 

Castanon’s annotation (2015) to classify the polarity of the sentiment. Emojis were 

labelled as referring to positive or negative sentiments when they communicated their 
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feelings. For instance, Like and Love were considered as positive sentiments; Sad, Angry 

were classified as negative sentiments. However, when the emojis expressed an 

ambiguous feeling, or its polarity was not clear, they were considered as neutral, which in 

this case they were represented by Wow, Hug, Haha.  

It is relevant to outline that the ‘Hug/Care’ Facebook emoji button, which is 

represented by a smiley hugging a heart, was created and launched on 17/04/2020, 

precisely due to COVID-19 (Hayes, 2020). Although this emoji was released towards the 

end of April, people that might have seen some of the posts until the time of data 

collection could still react to them. On the other hand, YouTube posts were evaluated as 

positive or negative, according to the number of likes or dislikes.  

 It is critical to comment on some aspects related to the classification of the posts. 

Firstly, the change of cover on Facebook was not considered as an accountable post, 

although people could react to it. As it only presented a new image on the top of the 

social media pages, it was not meant to create forms of transparency, participation or 

collaboration. Secondly, Stories were not evaluated as they are temporary posts and 

disappear after 24 hours, and only show engagement numbers to page administrators. 

Thirdly, Link and Repost were codified as types of content format, even though they are 

not typically one. When the post was codified as Link, it meant that the content shared 

was not primarily created to that specific platform. In other words, a Link could be a 

third-party content or content shared from another platform/website, e.g. news from the 

RCUA official website. A Repost is simply a republication of a third-party post within 

the same platform. Lastly, it must be brought to attention that when a post was classified 

as Image, it could be only an image or an image coupled with a text.  

 Another critical aspect that is valid to be mentioned is that the LinkedIn platform 

does not show the date of the publication of the posts, it just shows how long ago the 

publication was posted in days, weeks or months. Thus, to assess the posts published in 

the delimited timeframe of this project, it was taken into consideration the estimated time 

range of 4 months from the period of data gathering.  
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4.4  Correlated concerns  

 

4.4.1  Validity, reliability and generalisability 

The validity, reliability and generalisability of this study were enhanced by the 

execution of a mixed-methods approach, giving greater credibility to the results. Many 

aspects were observed to certify the project's quality. First, the target population included 

all 11 Regional Councils plus 6 Unitary Authorities, encompassing 100% of the regions 

in New Zealand. The sample size sought to be representative so that the differences in the 

data reflected the RCUA's specificities and not disparities in the data collection. Second, 

the inclusion of a quantitative study permitted the standardization of data collection, 

which facilitates the replication of the research. Third, it is useful to mention that data 

triangulation was used to ensure the validity and reliability of findings (Saunders et al., 

2016, p. 207), reflecting on the value of the research (Polit & Beck, 2010). On the other 

hand, it is crucial to reiterate that findings should be considered with prudence as they 

can not be generalised due to research limitations. Results can merely help researchers to 

do casual and educated previsions of events.   

 

4.4.2  Bias avoidance 

Bias avoidance was observed to deliver a trustworthy and impartial analysis on 

the subject investigated. Care was taken at all stages, including the choice of 

methodology, and potential data collection and analysis biases. However, the researcher 

acknowledges her influence on results due to the pragmatic character of the study. This 

philosophy is associated with the natural interference of the researcher’s beliefs through a 

lens of their past experiences (Smith & Noble, 2014, p. 101). Similarly, this content 

analysis reviewed data that did not have as their primary application being considered for 

research propositions. Therefore, this fact, by itself, enabled people to be sincere and 

neutral in their engagement process.  
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4.4.3  Research ethics 

The document analysis held for this research project had the sole purpose of 

completing the requirements for this study and took into consideration the ethical aspects 

involved. The researcher sought to apply the best practices to comply with the integrity 

and authenticity of this investigation. That said, values and principles of the Code of 

Professional Standards and Ethics in Science, Technology, and the Humanities, such as 

professional conduct and the responsible data management (Royal Society, n.d.), were 

thoughtfully observed. Moreover, a copy of the raw data gathered for this study will be 

safely stored at the Southern Institute of Technology headquarters for at least five years, 

in password-protected files, when they can be safely destroyed.  

It is valid to clarify that the secondary data captured was open to any person with 

an account on the social media applications investigated. Besides, the findings were 

presented collectively, without any prejudice to the anonymity of the people involved, 

especially regarding the use of personal identification or private data in the results, 

avoiding potential harms to occur. Grey rectangles were used to cover user profiles on 

screenshots.  

 

4.4.4  Limitations of research methods 

The first limitation that can be flagged here refers to the timeframe of this 

research project, which imposed a limited amount of data to be collected, once it was 

done manually by the researcher. The second significant limitation was the application of 

only one research strategy to access information. The content analysis method 

constrained findings to a partial point of view, as it did not include some aspects related 

to RCUA that could have impacted in the results, such as the internal structure of RCUA 

communications department or their strategies on social media. Third, it is worth to 

mention the inadequate evaluation of the sentiment analysis through the emoji buttons 
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provided by the platforms. As discussed previously, the majority of the media does not 

offer negative reactions as standard buttons, limiting its assessment to Facebook and 

YouTube. As this limitation was intrinsic to social media sites, the researcher could not 

overcome it. 

 

4.5  Summary 

   This chapter intended to detail for the common reader all the aspects involved in the 

methodology of this project in the pursuit to answer its objectives. First, it presented the 

background in which the research design was carried out, which was conducted under the prism 

of the pragmatism philosophy, that consequently also grounded the following steps of the used 

methods. 

 The research performed a quali-quantitative content analysis of 1,101 social 

media posts during April 2020 from all 17 RCUA. The researcher manually collected 

data during August 2020, which was codified and tabulated for each platform, forming a 

unique database. The target population covered all regions in the country intending to 

identify any particularities and, at the same time, being able to provide a generalisation of 

the findings.  

 During all the steps of the applied methodology, the researcher sought to avoid 

the occurrence of bias and ethical issues.  Above all, attention was paid to the aspects of 

reliability and validity to produce consistent findings, and to assure the quality of the 

research.  
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5 Findings and Analysis 

 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter is divided into four sections to better present and analyse the results 

in the pursuit to answer the research questions, which followed the methodology 

explained in the previous Chapter. First, it gives an overview of the use of social 

networks by RCUA, discussing the preferred platforms, number of followers, post 

frequency. In sequence, it seeks to explore how the content format of the messages might 

have influenced engagement numbers. The next section reviews the participatory 

opportunities provided for public engagement. Finally, the last part of this chapter offers 

a summary of the findings and its implications.   

 

5.2  Overview of RCUA usage of social media 

 

5.2.1 Preferred social media 

The value for governments being on social media are: (1) provide easier access to 

information; (2) have better responsiveness; (3) facilitate policy processes; and (4) 

empower people through more participative and transparent governance (Mickoleit, 

2014). In this sense, this research project had as a primary objective to provide an 

overview of the social media usage by New Zealand’s RCUA. As mentioned in Chapter 

2, the RCUA made use of seven social media platforms to engage with citizens: 

Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, LinkedIn, Flickr and Neighbourly.  

As shown in Figure 5, it was noted that Facebook was the number one social 

media platform in the preference of the RCUA, being used by 94% of them, which means 
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that 16 out of 17 RCUA had a Facebook page. Neighbourly came in last, being used only 

by the Bay of Plenty Regional Council. Besides, as discussed in Chapter 2, RCUA’s 

social media preferences do not represent the same predilection ranking of internet users 

in the country. Figure 1 (refer back in Chapter 2) revealed that YouTube was the top one 

social media among Internet users in New Zealand. In contrast, it was only in third place 

in RCUA’s usage. The most surprising result, however, was related to Twitter, which was 

used by 13 RCUA and only by 25% of New Zealand internet users.  

  When it comes to social media presence, it is recommended to focus on the 

platforms with a qualified audience rather than managing multiple accounts instead 

(Goldman, 2013, p. 27). Nevertheless, from this research, it is not possible to reveal the 

criteria used by RCUA in choosing their social platforms. 

 

Figure 5 

Preferred Social Media by RCUA 
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Figure 6 shows the distribution of RCUA, from highest to lowest, relating to the 

number of social media accounts managed. There is an average of 3 accounts per RCUA, 

and Bay of Plenty Regional Council had the highest number of social networks, 

managing six accounts. To achieve better results, the literature suggests concentrating 

efforts in one or two social networking sites, opting for those with the most relevant 

audiences (Shih, 2009, p. 156; Waters, 2018, pp. 144-145). 

 

Figure 6 

Number of Social Media per RCUA  
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5.2.2  Number of followers 

The number of followers in social media indicates the popularity of a profile and 

the magnitude related to its connections (De Veirman et al., 2017, p. 799). In general, the 

number of followers throughout the studied platforms was inexpressive, as illustrated in 

Table 4. A closer look at the table shows that Facebook presented the highest average of 

followers across all platforms, which may be reflected due to being the most popular 

platform currently, with 2.5 billion users worldwide and 3 million nationally (Clement, 

2020a; Hootsuite & We Are Social, 2020).  

The amount of subscribers on YouTube correlates with the number of video 

views, which is also impacted by posts’ frequency (Johnson, 2019, p. 3). Although 

YouTube was the most-used social network by internet users in New Zealand, the 

number of RCUA followers in the platform were disappointing. Auckland Council’s 

YouTube channel had 2,340 subscribers, which represented the highest number across all 

RCUA, but it was still deficient. Nine out of 11 RCUA had less than 350 subscriptions, 

being Environment Southland the one with the lowest figures: only 61 supporters. Thus, 

as will be demonstrated further, it can be suggested that the low rates of subscriptions 

were supported by the reduced frequency of platform updates. 

The Auckland Council had, at the time of data collection, 100,175 followers on 

Facebook, being the highest one. In comparison, West Coast presented only 1,982 

followers. However, Twitter exhibited the highest number of followers within all 

platforms: 110,900 following Auckland Council page, while Gisborne District Council 

had only 675 followers. When comparing Facebook and Twitter (see Table 4), the two 

most-used platforms by the RCUA, it was interesting to note that the number of followers 

had a significant variation; nine RCUA had less than ten thousand followers on 

Facebook, and 11 out of 13 RCUA had less than 3,500 followers on Twitter.  
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Table 4 

Number of Followers per RCUA’s Social Media Pages 

 

Regions

Facebook Youtube Instagram Twitter LinkedIn Flickr Neighbourly

Northland 10,418 89 1,206 1,530

Auckland 100,175 2,340 110,900 52,136

Waikato 12,612 243 1,809 2,945 6,437

Bay of Plenty 29,428 321 1,466 1,616 3 NA

Taranaki 4,752 1,860

Gisborne 16,042 675

Hawke's Bay 10,418 110 1,625

Manawatu-Wanganui 7,386 77 1,273

Wellington 16,238 278 2,377 8,706 26

Tasman 5,995 1,881

Nelson 1,277 343 2,082

Marlborough 4,374 NA* 1,035 1,066 18

West Coast 1,983

Canterbury 8,920 1,170 1,845 3,294

Chatham Islands

Otago 5,552 133 1,481

Southland 4,957 61 814

Platforms

 

Note. NA = Not applicable because Neighbourly does not have a follow button. 
NA* = Not applicable because the RCUA chose not to allow the number of followers to be publicly 

published. 

 

 However, to have a realistic understanding of the number of followers, it is 

needed to take into consideration the number of residents of each region, as it might have 

impacted the figures. As demonstrated in Table 5, when the total of followers was 

confronted with the size of the population, the Bay of Plenty Regional Council had 

surprisingly 94% of the region inhabitants on Facebook but only 5% on Twitter. On the 

other hand, the Auckland Council, which had the highest statistics, when compared to its 
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population, the percentage represented only 6% and 7% respectively in the same 

platforms. It also called to attention the fact that Gisborne District Council had 34% of its 

population as Facebook followers, an expressive number compared to the other Councils. 

In contrast, merely 1% followed its Twitter account, suggesting a preference of Facebook 

over Twitter.  

This discrepancy between the number of followers and the size of the local 

population showed that the raw numbers should not be studied isolated because they do 

not provide credible figures. It is needed to outline that these social media can have a 

global audience that it is not limited geographically. However, due to RCUA’s local 

content appeal, it is more likely to have followers that live in the region or have an 

interest in the local news.  
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Table 5 

Facebook and Twitter Followers in Comparison to the Region’s Population 

Regions Population

Facebook Twitter Facebook Twiiter

Northland 10,418 1,530 181,047 6% 1%

Auckland 100,175 110,900 1,590,261 6% 7%

Waikato 12,612 2,945 466,110 3% 1%

Bay of Plenty 29,428 1,616 31,338 94% 5%

Taranaki 4,752 1,860 118,215 4% 2%

Gisborne 16,042 675 47,565 34% 1%

Hawke's Bay 10,418 170,448 6%

Manawatu-Wanganui 7,386 1,273 241,182 3% 1%

Wellington 16,238 8,706 514,752 3% 2%

Tasman 5,995 1,881 55,206 11% 3%

Nelson 1,277 2,082 53,082 2% 4%

Marlborough 4,374 1,035 50,562 9% 2%

West Coast 1,983 35,202 6% 0%

Canterbury 8,920 3,294 614,628 1% 1%

Otago 5,552 1,481 239,313 2% 1%

Southland 4,957 101,571 5%

Most-Used Platforms Percentage Relative

 

Note. Population figures extracted from the 2018 New Zealand census of population and dwellings by Stats 

NZ. Copyright 2019 by Stats NZ. 

 

5.2.3  Post frequency 

 

Concerning the number of posts, Nelson City Council was the RCUA most active 

on social media; it posted 98 times on Facebook, 166 on Twitter (a daily post average of 

3 and 5, respectively), and twice on YouTube. Findings revealed that Facebook was the 

platform with the highest average number of publications. More than that, it presented a 
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higher number of posts, followers and engagement records. On the other hand, Twitter 

had the highest number of posts within the same Council. 

It was somewhat disappointing to see that three out of seven types of social media 

used by RCUA were not updated. For instance, all Flickr and Neighbourly accounts had 

their last post more than one year ago, being Greater Wellington Regional Council last 

edited in 2013. Gisborne District Council Twitter looked outdated, with the latest post in 

April 2019. Moreover, both Horizons Regional Council’s (Manawatu-Wanganui) 

YouTube and Environment Canterbury Twitter had a gap of one year between the latest 

posts. Even more surprisingly, Marlborough District Council and Environment Southland 

had never published a post on LinkedIn despite their number of followers. 

Post patterns varied from dated content on platforms to periods of no post, or even 

to eight publications on the same day on Facebook. The literature and consensus advise 

having a schedule for posting, which should take into consideration the platform, content, 

and frequency (Marmer, 2020). Thus, it can be suggested that this inconsistency in post 

frequency was caused because there was no content planning, reflecting on the number of 

followers. This condition was clearly perceived on YouTube, for instance. In the users’ 

perspective, there is no point in following a channel with no content updates. 

RCUA should put more effort into content planning in terms of post frequency; it 

is better to remain offline than having an erratic social media presence (Sherman & 

Smith, 2013). Internet users are more likely to search for another website if they 

encounter pages that are not updated, therefore, having fresh content validates the effort 

and care with the site and its users (Zimmerman, 2012, p. 101). There is no value for 

RCUA in having outdated social media pages as they do not accomplish their mission in 

creating engagement.  
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5.2.4  Findings on LinkedIn, Flickr and Neighbourly 

Not much information could be extracted from LinkedIn as there were no posts 

during the researched period. Apart from that, Flickr and Neighbourly appeared to have 

been abandoned, with posts dating over a year ago, which impacted the pages’ credibility.  

LinkedIn was in the fourth position in the ranking of RCUA’s social media 

preference, tied with Instagram. The five RCUA that had a page on this platform were 

Auckland Council, Waikato Regional Council, Hawke’s Bay Regional Council, 

Marlborough District Council and Environment Southland. Despite the number of 

followers in LinkedIn, none of them published on their wall during April. This finding 

revealed that they were missing the opportunity to engage with a qualified audience that 

has the interest to listen, speak and interact with the councils. Finally, due to the lack of 

posts, no conclusions could have been drawn regarding engagement on this network.  

Three RCUA used their Flickr accounts to share thematic albums. With only 26 

followers, Greater Wellington Regional Council Flickr had 146 photos spread within 

eight albums. The Council uploaded its latest album on 2013. In comparison, 

Marlborough District Council had 18 followers, with 50 photo albums and 731 images 

and its latest photo album was uploaded in August 2018. Bay of Plenty Regional Council 

most recent post was in September 2019, but, interestingly, the council had the lowest 

number of followers: only four followers. It had 489 photos distributed within 28 albums. 

Pages not updated frequently do not attract or bring value to users, which reflected on 

their number of followers.   

 Regarding Neighbourly, which is a New Zealander social media that aims to 

connect local neighbourhoods, the only Regional Council that had a profile on the 

platform was Bay of Plenty. However, the last post dates from mid-2018. As it is a social 

network that deals with local affairs through the connection of neighbourhoods, it could 

be an excellent channel of communication with citizens. For instance, in one of the 

Councils’ latest posts, it replied and explained changes in bus networks after complaints 

on the online community and replied to user queries. The post generated qualified 

engagement and feedback from users, as seen in Figure 7.  
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Figure 7 

Replies on a Bay of Plenty Regional Council Post on Neighbourly  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

This qualified conversation was not found in more popular platforms, such as Facebook 

and Twitter. This finding demonstrated that Neighbourly would be a great two-way 

communication channel as it brings proximity to the community’s issues, making users 

willing to give feedback. 
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5.2.5 Section summary 

Findings in this section reported that there was an average of three platforms per 

RCUA. Facebook was the most popular platform among them, receiving more attention 

in the number of posts, reflecting in a higher number of followers and engagement. It was 

observed that citizens and RCUA’s preferences in choosing the platforms were divergent; 

users favoured YouTube, while RCUA preferred Facebook. Regarding the number of 

followers, the Councils generally presented a low average, except for Auckland. 

However, when contrasted with the regional population, figures showed a different 

reality. 

 This section also discussed the fact that post frequency did not present a regular 

pattern, affecting engagement results, especially on YouTube. The investigation 

encountered three platforms that did not receive any updates within the period of the 

study, namely LinkedIn, Flickr and Instagram. These last two platforms looked 

abandoned as the lastest publications were dated in more that one year ago. These facts 

led to the conclusion that RCUA did not have a content strategy. 

 

5.3  Content formats and their influence on engagement 

The second research question aimed to explore the influence of content format in 

engagement, which functions as a key performance indicator (KPI) for RCUA’s social 

media. Only the traditional metrics, such as the number of followers and post’s reactions, 

were analysed in this study. Therefore, they did not include engagement through shares 

or the reach of the post because only social media account administrators can have access 

to data analytics and insights on engagements. Those metrics are not visible to visitors, as 

it was the case of the researcher of this study. It is valid to outline that this research did 

not investigate if RCUA answered users’ queries on posts. 

The data collection found seven types of formats: Carousel, Image, Text, Video, 

Live, Link, and Repost. The pie chart below (Figure 8) presents the proportion of the 
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different content formats used by RCUA across social media platforms. As can be seen, 

although the majority of posts used Image, third-party content (Link and Repost) 

represented 39% of publications, which means that these contents were not produced by 

RCUA. This data reinforces the theory that RCUA did not invest in content marketing.  

 

Figure 8 

Preferred Content Formats Across Platforms 

 

 

When observing the content formats in each social media platform in Table 6, 

Image also prevailed as the top one, except of course for YouTube, which is an audio-

visual platform. Facebook pages all together had a total of 690 posts, from which the 

most used format was an Image, appearing in 40% of them. 

In terms of engagement, 1,101 posts generated 30,451 reactions. Facebook was 

the social network with the highest number of engagements, representing 93.5% of the 
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total number of interactions. Nevertheless, three things should be taken into 

consideration. First, Facebook was the platform with the current highest number of users. 

Secondly, it had the highest number of RCUA accounts and posts. And finally, it was the 

social network that offered the highest number of reaction buttons. These three facts 

might influence engagement results.    

 

Table 6 

Sum of Posts per Content-Format Across Platforms 

Platform

Carousel Image Link Repost Text Video Live

Facebook 1 279 183 170 8 21 28

Twitter 167 68 1 113 18

Instagram 22 2

YouTube 11 9

Total 1 468 251 173 121 50 37

Content Format 

 

 

Despite Carousel and Live being the least used formats (refer to Table 7), there 

were superior results related to engagement, which was quite impressive. For instance, 

when compared to Text, Live had more than nine times more attention, even having only 

1/3 of its number of posts. This finding is aligned with previous research, which explains 

that the format interactivity influences the engagement levels (Cvijikj & Michahelles, 

2013). The Gisborne District Council, for instance, was the RCUA that stood out by 

promoting 15 Lives on Facebook during April 2020, with an average of 2,800 views. This 

achievement was a remarkable outcome compared with its engagement numbers in other 

posts. Therefore, from the results, Lives can be considered a successful format.   

It was also observed among RCUA the implementation of the technique called 

crossposting, which consists of the replication of the same post across different 
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platforms. It means that the content was not adapted for the specific social network and 

merely replicated across them. Sherman and Smith (2013) state that when content is not 

tailored for each platform, fans may get replicated messages, what may leave them with 

the feeling that the content is not original or apathetic.  

 

Table 7 

Summary of Engagement Reactions per Content Formats 

Platform

Carousel Image Link Repost Text Video Live

Facebook 1306 10958 8752 4652 55 1464 1295

Twitter 437 307 23 83 114

Instagram 923 64

YouTube 10 8

Total 1306 12318 9059 4739 138 1588 1303

Content Format 

 

   

By contrast, Twitter, which had slightly more than half the number of posts in 

comparison to Facebook (53%), incredibly had only 3% of the total numbers of 

engagement. These engagement numbers were impressively low. YouTube was the worst 

platform for interaction, as it produced merely 18 reactions out of 20 posts (16 likes and 

two dislikes), with no commentaries on posts at all. However, it is worth reminding that 

the number of views on YouTube was not considered as engagement reactions.  

The results indicated that citizens were mostly consuming content, with few 

engagement rates on RCUA pages. This lack of interaction can be a result of poor content 

planning, unattractive formats, or even call to action commands. Poor results on the 

number of comments or shares across platforms suggest that content had limited 

importance for users as they did not deepen in the interaction with local governments. 
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When followers share contents, it means that the reach of the post is amplified beyond the 

immediate page’s audience, providing the possibility of expanding the number of fans 

(Sherman & Smith, 2013). Thus, continuous efforts are needed to improve content 

appeal. 

As mentioned before, Nelson was the most active Council. Nevertheless, Table 8 

indicated that 26% of the formats were Links, meaning that the content was not created 

for the platform, and, in many cases, it was not even conceived by the Council. 

Nevertheless, Sherman and Smith (2013) consider that sharing quality compatible 

messages produced by third parties can be valuable for users, as they can inform, 

stimulate, and even entertain. 

 

Table 8 

Nelson City Council Number of Posts per Content Formats 

Platform

Carousel Image Link Text Video Live

Facebook 45 50 3

YouTube 2

Twitter 54 19 82 11

Total 99 69 82 14 2

Content Format

 

 

However, instead of merely crossposting information, the Nelson Council slightly 

adjusted the content across platforms, as can be seen in Figure 9. It can be noticed that 

the text was reduced to fit within the limited number of characters on Twitter. On the 

other hand, it is visible that Facebook had a higher interaction, despite the council having 

a higher number of followers on Twitter. This outcome may indicate a user’s preference 

for Facebook over Twitter to engage with local governments.  
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Other highlights are worth discussing. The Northland Regional Council and 

Waikato Regional Council used their social media pages to publish releases posted on the 

Council’s Website. As can be seen in Figure 10, for example, the post intended to attract 

visitors to read the full press release on the Council’s website. This example represents a 

poor use of social media. Moreover, with the same intent of generating page views, 

Auckland Council shared content from its website on the Facebook page through Links, 

as a complementary news channel of its website. This strategy does not motivate fans to 

engage with the organisation as it uses an inappropriate tone for social media instead of 

creating a personalized voice for the organisation’s brand (Goldman, 2013, p. 62). 

Sherman and Smith (2013) remind that every post should be designed to start an online 

conversation. Thus, it is recommended to establish a writing style and make use of 

storytelling narrative to engage the audience on social media (Waters, 2018, pp. 39-42).  

 

Figure 9 

Content Tailored to Twitter and Facebook – Nelson City Council 
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On the other hand, the Auckland Council customized the content of the posts on 

Twitter by using a raw format, that is text only. Despite literature recommending tailoring 

content for each specific social media to improve engagement (Kerpen, 2019; Sherman 

and Smith, 2013), it did not seem to have much effect on this case. This finding is 

supported by the fact that Text formats also had a low engagement.   

Figure 10 

Northland District Council Post on Facebook Sharing Media Release 
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Finally, Otago Regional Council only used its Twitter to boost the lives made on 

YouTube. Thus, there was no content created for that platform. Nevertheless, it was the 

only Council that used the practice of mentioning other local institutions by tagging them 

on the conversation, which demonstrated that it had positively built relationships on the 

platform.  

Bay of Plenty Regional Council was one of few that invested in content creation, 

even producing some videos for social media. It also did lives to transmit reunions during 

the pandemic on YouTube, but, different from other RCUA, it did not share them on 

Facebook. Therefore, it did not take advantage of the audience from other platforms, a 

practice that is recommended by literature (Kerpen et at., 2019).  

The post with more engagement reactions was posted by the Auckland Council 

and produced 1,306 responses. It was published on a Wednesday, and it was about tips on 

how to celebrate Anzac Day during Covid-19 restrictions, which means that it was 

classified as Transparency, as it was not meant to have people participating or 

collaborating with government policies. The format used was a Carousel, the first and 

only time it appeared in the findings. Thus, it can not be stated that this format had an 

influence on engagement or if it was due to the post content.   

It is clear from Figure 11 that, in general, Wednesday and Thursday were the 

preferred days to post content, both with 255 posts in total. Nevertheless, this study could 

not point if these were the best days for users’ engagement; it seems that it might be a 

consequence of RCUA’s working hours only during the week. Nevertheless, the 

preferences per platform are more evident in Table 11. Posts were more often on 

Wednesday on Facebook and Instagram, while Thursday was the busiest day on Twitter. 

Youtube had the same number of posts on both weekdays.  
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Figure 11 

Posting Schedule Related to The Day of the Week 
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Finally, it was not observed a behavioural change on engagement related to the 

transition of alert levels during the COVID-19 pandemic. As mentioned in Chapter 4, 

New Zeland Government changed the alert level 4 to level 3 on April 17th, 2020. 

Nonetheless, it seemed not to have an impact on the metrics.  

 Findings on Facebook showed that 690 posts generated 6,650 comments, 625 

shares and 28,104 reactions. Amongst the positive responses, Like was the button pressed 

more often (24,001 times), followed by the Love button (2,656 times). Neutral buttons 

(Wow, Haha and Hug) collected 3,058 clicks. It was interesting to notice that the Hug 

button, which was launched during COVID-19 pandemic, only appeared twice. Negative 

feedbacks (Sad and Angry) summed 672 clicks.  

  Instagram had an average of 40 Likes per post, while Twitter had less than two 

Likes per post. Youtube presented two negatives (Dislikes) and 16 positives (Likes) 

feedbacks. Concerning the number of comments, Instagram and Twitter had less than one 

annotation per post, whereas YouTube had zero among the 20 videos published.  

To extract the sentiment analysis towards posts, the evaluation of interactions 

explored the reactions through emojis. According to Shiha and Ayvaz (2017), these 

features are generally used in substitution of words in situations when it is difficult for 

someone to express himself (p. 361). In like manner, Paiva (2016) posits that despite the 

increased use of emojis representing an economical way of interaction, these elements 

have an added emotion value (p. 396). It is valid to remind that the opinions and 

sentiments expressed by social media users are similar to those off-line (You, 2016, p. 

1445). Thus, the significant amount of positive reactions (95%) towards posts showed 

that users were consuming information and found the content, in general, useful. 

 Moreover, results on sentiment analysis were only possible on Facebook and 

Youtube, as these were the only two platforms that allowed adverse reactions. However, 

they seemed biased as this study did not consider the possible influence of the post 

content on reactions. For instance, 99% of Facebook posts and 90% of YouTube posts 

were categorised with positive feedback. Consequently, the outcomes were inconclusive.  
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5.3.1 Section summary 

It was demonstrated in this section that Image was the most used content format 

across RCUA’s social media pages. However, Live had an outstanding engagement 

performance despite being one of the least used forms. Regarding posts content, there 

was a high number of third-party content through shared Links and Reposts. Some 

Councils were still using their social media pages to attract visitors to their website 

instead of developing a more robust communication channel; others were sharing media 

releases with a text format that does not suit social media users. Another highlight in this 

section was the fact that the majority of RCUA posted the same content in different 

platforms, which is not recommended by the literature. These findings reinforce the need 

for investing in content marketing. 

Results demonstrated that citizens were mostly consuming information, little 

interacting with content. Moreover, it was not observed a change in users’ behaviour after 

the change of Covid-19 alert levels. Finally, regarding sentiment analysis, the results 

seemed biased, with 95% of posts receiving positive feedbacks.  

 

5.4  Participatory opportunities in social media 

The third objective of this study sought to identify participatory opportunities for 

citizens through local government’s social media. As explained in Chapter 4, each post 

was classified regarding its intention in offering public engagement, according to 

Mergel’s (2013) classification. In other words, transparency, participation and 

collaboration. It is apparent from Table 10 that the majority of posts, in all platforms, had 

the intention of transmitting information or educating people about a specific topic, that is 

Transparency, which represented 88% of them.  

RCUA offered limited participatory opportunities, with only 12% of posts being 

classified either as Participation (11%) or Collaboration (1%). From the results, it is clear 

that social media were meanly used to spread information in a one-way communication 



83 

channel rather than promoting a dialogue, which is under findings reported on the 

literature review.  

 

Table 10 

Post Intention Through Different Platforms 

Council

T P C T P T P C T P

Auckland 27 2 26

Bay of Plenty 28 1 3 1 9

Canterbury 12 1 7 1

Gisborne 69 22

Hawke's Bay 51 13 1

Manawatu-Wanganui36 8 11 2

Marlborough 20 3 6 2 1

Nelson 90 8 154 10 2 2

Northland 14 2 1 8 12 1

Otago 47 5 4 3 2

Southland 24 4 1 3

Taranaki 26 3 1 1

Tasman 75 7 1 109 9

Waikato 20 4 5

Wellington 21 2 1 1

West Coast 40 4

Total 600 82 8 16 8 340 23 4 11 9

Facebook Instagram Twitter YouTube

 

Note. T for Transparency, P for Participation and C for Collaboration.  

 

On the citizens’ perspective, opportunities for having a real conversation and 

collaborating with public agencies were relatively rare; when opportunities to collaborate 

were given, the engagement remained low. This low interaction means that social 

network users were mostly passively consuming the content produced by RCUA. Not 
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genuinely interacting with the audience is a common mistake on social media presented 

by Waters (2018), who explains that if users perceive that they are not being heard, they 

will lose interest (p. 157). 

Facebook was the platform with more participatory opportunities, followed by 

Twitter, YouTube and Instagram, respectively. It is interesting to note that YouTube and 

Instagram did not present any Collaboration posts. It can thus be suggested that these 

platforms were not perceived as a great channel to make citizens interact with content or 

offer co-creation opportunities, which is the highest level of engagement.  

Yet with respect to Table 10, Marlborough District Council offered more 

Collaboration opportunities than any other Council, with five posts in total, being three 

on Facebook and two on Twitter. Gisborne District Council was the local government 

that offered more Participation opportunities, with 22 posts, all of them on Facebook. It is 

worth outlining that Live was the favourite format to promote Participation, followed 

closely by Image, with a slight difference of one post. In contrast, shared Link was the 

format chosen to offer Collaboration, as can be noted in Table 11. A possible explanation 

is that social media were not perceived as a way to promote civic collaboration and only a 

channel to share existing opportunities.  

As mentioned above, RCUA used Image as their second preferred format to 

promote a bi-directional dialogue with citizens. As an exemplification, in one of the posts 

of the Northland Regional Council on Instagram (Figure 12), the Council stimulated 

followers to take pictures of their homeland, through a series of posts, and to tag its 

account to have their photo shared on the platform. Findings revealed that the Council 

used its Instagram profile mainly as an entertainment channel to promote participation.  
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Table 11 

Most-Used Content Formats and Posts Intention 

Transparency Participation Collaboration

Carousel 1 0 0

Image 429 36 3

Link 213 32 6

Live 0 37 0

Repost 162 10 1

Text 116 3 2

Video 46 4 0

Total 966 122 12

 

 

Figure 12 

Northland Regional Council Post on Instagram  
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Conversely, to promote Collaboration, Marlborough District Council encourage 

followers to submit suggestions for the annual plan on its Facebook page. The content 

format used in this post was also an Image, as demonstrated in Figure 13.  

 

Figure 13 

Collaboration Post on Marlborough District Council Facebook  

 

Despite the availability of collaboration opportunities, the engagement in these 

posts was surprisingly shallow, with less than two reactions per post (1.6 precisely), as 

observed in Table 12. On the other hand, the number of responses in Transparency and 

Participation posts had an average of 28 reactions per post on both categories, which is 

much higher when compared to Collaboration, but still low when compared to the 
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number of followers across RCUA social media accounts. Although there was no 

apparent explanation for this fact, it can be implied that citizens did not feel involved in 

the collaboration process.   

 

Table 12 

Engagement Numbers versus Post Intention 

Posts Reactions Posts Reactions Posts Reactions Posts Reactions

Collaboration 8 15 4 5

Participation 82 3,054 8 251 23 55 9 8

Transparency 600 25,413 16 736 340 904 11 10

Total 690 28,482 24 987 367 964 20 18

Facebook Instagram Twitter Youtube

 

Note. In this Table, it was considered the total sum of reactions (engagement) segregated per post intention 

in each platform.  

 

5.4.1 Section summary 

Results on this section agreed with literature in regards to the level of public 

participation. RCUA are still in the lowest stage of promotion of public participation, 

with 88% of the posts having the objective of educating citizens or transmitting a 

message. Although few opportunities for collaboration and participation were present, 

they did not have a good engagement. This reduced number can be an outcome of 

users’ perception that their contributions were not considered relevant.  

Once again, Facebook was the preferred platform, with a higher number of 

opportunities to participate and collaborate with inputs. The most used format in those 

occasions was through a shared Link. This finding suggested that social media were 
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perceived as a channel to share information about the possibility of participating in the 

decision-making process, instead of a way to promote itself.   

 

5.5  Summary  

This Chapter discussed the findings with the intent of answering the three 

research objectives. More than that, it also revealed some insights on the use of social 

media by RCUA. Results were aligned with the academic literature, which once again 

reinforced that local governments still use social media mainly as a one-way 

communication channel providing few opportunities for participation and even fewer 

chances for collaboration.  

Facebook was the primary platform for all RCUA, receiving more attention in 

terms of post frequency and engagement numbers. Instead of concentrating efforts on 

crucial social networks, 15% of RCUA’s total social media pages were outdated, 

resulting in low performance and lack of reliability. There is an urgent need to plan 

content to stimulate citizens to interact, participate and collaborate with RCUA.  

 Except for Bay of Plenty Regional Council, RCUA had an inexpressive number 

of followers, and engagements metrics were deficient. Outcomes also showed that the 

formats that generated more engagement were less used. Live, which was the number one 

format to promote participation, was used in only 3% of the posts. RCUA should also 

explore different content formats.  

Platforms were underexplored. YouTube and Instagram, for instance, were used 

mainly as channels to replicate information. LinkedIn, despite the great interest of users, 

did not receive attention from the RCUA, who missed opportunities for interacting with 

their audience.  

Unfortunately, the assessment of sentiment toward posts resulted in bias, with the 

great majority of feedback being positive. The restriction of the method to the platforms’ 

reaction buttons did not generate a credible and consistent finding.  
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6 Recommendations and Conclusions 

 

6.1 Purpose of the research 

The purpose of this research was to examine how New Zealand’s local 

governments were using social media to engage with citizens. With this intention, three 

main objectives were established. The first one sought to identify the platforms used by 

RCUA and the critical aspects of their usage. The second objective intended to explore 

the offer of participatory opportunities for citizens to engage in the policymaking process. 

Finally, the last goal envisaged understanding the influence of content formats on 

engagement.  

Chapter 2 approached the theoretical constructs and industry analysis, presenting 

the social media used by RCUA and the stakeholders involved in the process, explored 

the macro-environment factors that could impact the research problem, and addressed 

measures for engagement. Additionally, Chapter 3 reviewed the literature on the topic 

since the beginning of social media usage by public entities, as well as offering an 

overview of findings around the world. 

Through the application of a mixed-method approach, it was possible to answer 

the three established objectives, solving the research problem. The relative importance of 

each platform was demonstrated by presenting relevant data about online civic 

engagement, and insights on the influence of content format on interaction.  

This research was the first to explore the use of social media for the promotion 

of civic engagement in New Zealand. The findings discussed in this study are of interest 

to public bodies, and it is expected that it will bring a positive impact in managing these 

networks by providing a deeper understanding of its context. Previous studies on social 

platforms in the country were quite limited, and had mainly focused on topics related to 

elections (Cameron et al., 2016; Ross et al., 2014)  and emergency management (Flew et 

al., 2014; Tagliacozzo, 2018). Thus, for academic researchers, this study fills a gap in the 
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current literature by proving novel insights into how to improve citizens’ interaction and 

the country’s level of e-participation.  

 

6.2 Limitations of the present study 

This study presents relevant contributions to the management of social media by 

public bodies. Nevertheless, some of its limitations require special attention in future 

research. Firstly, the method used for data collection limited the period of the study to 

one month, since all information was gathered manually. This constraint could be easily 

solved by using data scrapers to automatize the process and enable the assessment of a 

longer interval for quantitative purposes. Secondly, results were reviewed under a 

pandemic scenario, which may have influenced findings from citizens and governments. 

Covid-19 restrictions could have impacted the social media performance of the RCUA. 

For instance, a possible remote work might have affected the Communications team, and 

it also could have provided limited opportunities for public participation as the central 

government was setting the rules. On the citizens’ side, the higher use of social media 

during the epicentre of the mayhem (Aral, 2020) could have impacted engagement 

numbers. Thirdly, the content analysis only permitted access to public data and not the 

metrics that are provided to page administrators; neither included in-depth information 

about the strategies or internal infrastructure of RCUA on social media. Fourth, this is a 

timely study because trends change fast regarding technology and social media, which 

will make this study obsolete in a short period. 

Moreover, the scope of this project sought to review engagement through the 

traditional social media engagement metrics such as the number of followers, reactions 

and interactions. The delimitation of the assessment of sentiment analysis through emoji 

buttons also became a limitation, as it produced biased results. Although those buttons 

could provide a good measure of user engagement, these figures alone could not predict a 

change in offline behaviour.  
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6.3 Research conclusions and recommendations 

This investigation provides useful information for social media management by 

local governments. This research responds to a desire to provide an understanding of the 

use of social media by New Zealand’s local governments. It contributes to the academical 

and managerial practices by offering a more profound knowledge of engagement and 

public participation within these platforms. Besides providing an overview of social 

media usage, it also explored the opportunities for civic participation, and investigated 

the influence of content format on engagement. It successfully achieved its objective and 

answered to the research problem. This study leads to a series of recommendations for 

public agencies, contributing substantially to the improvement of social media 

management, as follows.  

First, it was noted the concentration of efforts on Facebook by all RCUA, despite 

the average number of three platforms per council. Neighbourly, Flickr and some 

LinkedIn pages were outdated and seemed abandoned. For instance, Neighbourly 

demonstrated to be an excellent two-way channel for the Bay of Plenty Regional Council, 

but its last post dates around two years ago. Thus, it is advisable to create a social media 

strategy to select and concentrate efforts on the networks that are relevant to each 

Council, instead of maintaining obsolete pages that are not crucial to users. In addition, 

the literature review has confirmed that social media users are willing to engage with 

administrative bodies through social media. Therefore, it is highly recommended that the 

Chatham Islands Council should adhere to these platforms to participate in an online 

conversation with constituents.  

Second, the general irregular post frequency reflected on the inexpressive number 

of followers and engagement across platforms. Planning strategies to create steady, 

appealing and interactive contents may help RCUA to attract attention to their posts and 

to better perform in terms of interaction. It is mandatory to simplify and adjust 

bureaucratic messages, such as media releases, to be sure that they will reach a broad and 

diverse audience. Thus, RCUA ought to invest in content marketing, tailoring 
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information to the particularities of each platform as engagement happens differently in 

each network.  

Third, the content format plays an essential role in interactions. Results 

demonstrated that despite Live being used on a restricted number of times, it was the 

format that best performed on engagement. The content was limited to traditional forms. 

However, graphic designs, such as videos and images, had better engagement results, so 

they should be applied more often. It is advisable to explore new content formats such as 

webinars, gifs, and quizzes to test the return on engagement. Keeping track of the metrics 

are also important, as they are good indicators of what works.  

Overall, findings suggest that there is room for improvement regarding the offer 

of participatory opportunities. They have confirmed that local governments focused on 

broadcasting information rather than promoting civic engagement opportunities. Results 

coincided with previous literature in saying that public entities mainly use their social 

media channels to transmit messages in a one-way. It is urged to develop social media as 

a channel themselves, with useful content and strategy, instead of using them as a way to 

try to increase the website’s visitors through sharing media releases. 

Suppose public entities want to engage in a real online dialogue. In that case, they 

must remodel the practices by inserting more co-creative opportunities and making sure 

that feedback for participation is given. Thus, RCUA should consider offering more 

emphasis to citizens opinions to gain expertise from the knowledge of the crowd.  

 

6.4 Future research and practice 

Given the limitations listed in this section, it can be concluded that more research 

on the field should be done to fill the existing gaps. Further research could focus on 

understanding the local governments' strategy on social media through an in-depth 

qualitative approach raising essential aspects of the presence of these agents in social 

networks. Additional knowledge on variables such as the existing local government’s 
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resources on social marketing and citizens’ expectations about the online presence of 

these public bodies could contribute to a better understanding of the problem. Future 

researchers might also explore the drivers of engagement and the quality of engagement 

through the comments on posts.  

Moreover, this study was the first to examine public engagement through local 

governments on social media in New Zealand. Thus, it is expected that this research 

project could have extrapolated the academic field and contributed to practical 

implications. The findings provided insights about the current status of local governments 

and helped the construction of meaningful recommendations for the stakeholders. 

Practical implications for the Applied Management field are linked to supporting public 

agents to better manager their social networks and generating a reflection on their role to 

provide access for public participation.  
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Appendix A: Coding scheme for data collection   

Information Coding Instructions Clarification

POST INTENTION

T -TRANSPARENCY, P - PARTICIPATION, 

C - COLLABORATION

Transparency has information/education as 

goal and uses a one-way strategy; 

Participation is relate to engagment in a two-

way communication; Collaboration allows 

cross-bondary actions and interactiveness. 

CONTENT FORMAT

T -TEXT, I -IMAGE, V- VIDEO,  L-LINK, LV 

- LIVE, R - REPOST, C - CAROUSEL Content formats found on the collection

SENTIMENT ANALYSIS - 

FACEBOOK

P - LIKE, LOVE / NE- HAHA, HUG, WOW / 

N - SAD, ANGRY

P for Positive, N for Negative,  or NE for 

Neutral

SENTIMENT ANALYSIS - 

YOUTUBE P - LIKE / N- DISLIKE P for Positive, N for Negative  
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Appendix B: Overview of RCUA metrics  
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