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Abstract 

Purpose - To analyze the use of Facebook channels by EU municipalities, the engagement 
of their citizens by using them and the factors that can have an influence in both activity and 
citizen´s engagement. 

Design/Methodology/Approach – Data from 75 local governments were collected in March 
and October 2012 totaling a panel data of 150 observations. Facebook activity and 
engagement levels were then calculated and a set of explanatory variables were tested. 

Findings – Only some relationships with activity levels by municipalities have been found:  
the size of the municipality seems to be positively correlated in the second semester of 2012, 
and southern local governments have also been found to present higher activity levels.   

 

Resumen 

Objetivo – Analizar el uso de Facebook por ayuntamientos europeos, la participación de los 
ciudadanos a través de ese canal y los factores que influyen en los niveles de actividad por 
parte de ayuntamientos y ciudadanos.  

Diseño/Metodología/Enfoque – Se han recopilado datos de 75 ayuntamientos en marzo y 
octubre de 2012, que conforman un panel de datos de 150 observaciones. A partir de esos 
datos se han calculado los niveles de actividad y participación y se ha analizado la influencia 
de un conjunto de variables explicativas. 

Conclusiones – Solo se han obtenido algunas relaciones respecto a los niveles de actividad 
de los ayuntamientos: el tamaño del municipio parece influir positivamente en el segundo 
semestre de 2012 y los ayuntamientos de los países del sur presentan mayores niveles de 
actividad.  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Introduction 

E-government is a “flagship” of both the European Union and the United States of 
America, which is causing an overall change in governmental communication and openness. 
The Internet now serves as a major new linkage between society and government (Thomas 
and Streib, 2005) and has emerged as a driving factor for citizen participation initiatives, 
because of its potential for informing, educating and empowering citizens. However, previous 
research has shown that the use of the Internet on the public sector for external purposes 
has been mainly directed at the provision of public services and information to citizens and 
other stakeholders, neglecting the citizen participation dimension (Musso et al., 2000, Torres 
et al., 2006, Coursey & Norris, 2008, Brainard & McNutt, 2010; Norris & Reddick, 2013).  

Recent developments on e-government include the use of social media tools 
(Bonsón, et al., 2012; Mergel & Bretschneider, 2013; Snead, 2013; Zavattaro, 2013). Social 
network sites allow people to reach a common goal via an online interactive collaboration. In 
this study we have focused on Facebook use by local governments. Facebook has been 
chosen among social media because of its popularity among citizens and social media users. 
We have chosen local governments for our study because citizens have a more direct stake 
in local issues. Municipalities play an important role in the everyday lives of citizens, both in 
the administrative and service delivery fields (Pina and Torres, 2001) and in the sphere of 
democratic participation (IDEA, 2001; Musso et al, 2000). Local government is where the 
concerns of the “grassroots” or locality intersect most directly with those of governance and 
the state (Gaventa and Valderrama, 1999) and where the current process for strengthening 
participatory democracy is more evident (Licha, 2002).This is the reason why it is important 
to understand how municipalities use SM in order to promote citizen engagement.  

In this context, the objective of this paper is to provide an initial assessment of 
Facebook use by European Union (EU) municipalities, in order to answer the following 
research questions: (1) Do municipalities use Facebook as a communication and 
engagement channel? (2) If so, how much active are they and how big are their audiences? 
(3) How are citizens engaging with their local government by using Facebook? (4) Is there a 
relationship between municipalities’ channel activity and citizens’ engagement? (5) What 
factors are influencing activity levels by local governments and engagement levels by 
citizens? In order to answer these questions, a set of metrics will be used that can help 
governments interpret and understand their impact in the use of social media. The answers 
to these questions will help to determine whether social media are really increasing citizen 
participation and whether it is possible to predict future developments in Facebook use by 
local governments.  

Government–Citizen Collaboration. The role of social media and related challenges 

One of main issues for government-to-citizens relationships is trust, which can be 
gained by promoting transparent and effective activities. A variety of strategies for dealing 
with distrust, however have been investigated. Among the most popular is that the deficit in 
trust can be made up by greater public participation in decisions (Yetano et al., 2010). The 
focus on individual citizen engagement in public life is part of a larger trend in public 
administration scholarship toward reimagining the role of the public administrator from that of 
a neutral expert to that of a facilitator of individual and grassroots participation and 
engagement (Brainard & McNutt, 2010). In this scenario, public administrators create 



opportunities to engage with citizens and use those opportunities to educate, organize, and 
activate citizens to advocate and participate in the larger public sphere on their own behalf. It 
also means that public administrators would engage with citizens to collaboratively identify 
and define problems and create and implement solutions to those problems. As part of this, 
government-to-citizen relationships are expected to become more deliberative and dialogic 
rather than regulative and based on authority (Brainard & McNutt, 2010). In this context, the 
advent and rapid diffusion of Internet-related applications has been heralded has having the 
potential for increased democratic engagement, potentially lowering the barriers to access 
and creating opportunities to reduce the democratic deficit. 

According to Bonsón et al. (2012), the main benefits that social media offer to public 
sector entities are the enhancement of transparency and citizen participation. These benefits 
can be obtained by increasing government’s visibility, sharing data and insights into decision-
making processes in order to become more transparent, by becoming more engaging, open 
and participatory, and by offering the possibility to all stakeholders to get involved in 
collaborative processes (Mergel & Bretschneider, 2013). SM offer chances for coproduction, 
crowd-sourcing solutions, transparency and accountability, and real-time information updates 
(Bertot et al., 2010).  

SM use in the public sector has to be understood as part of a larger, ongoing 
paradigm shift towards greater citizen empowerment and participation through government 
transparency, accountability, and open collaboration. However, in spite of all these possible 
positive benefits, we have to bear in mind that not everything is positive with technology 
(Farazmand, 2012; Joseph, 2012). According to Farazmand (2012, p 489) “technology is 
both enabler and destroyer, a tool both of opportunity and repression, freedom and tyranny, 
democracy and despotism, and progress and degeneration”. Furthermore, SM can also be 
used in the same way that a traditional website, mostly for pushing information in a 
broadcasting mode without allowing direct interaction. 

The dialogic communication via SM helps to increase transparency and 
engagement that can lead to an increased trust. Its use by local governments means 
acknowledging that the citizen is an active agent of local democracy, as a source of ideas 
and initiatives that provides a mutual enrichment (Michel, 2005), and gives answers to the 
citizen’s demands for greater transparency and participation. The role of SM in municipalities 
can be analyzed from two different dimensions, as it is illustrated in Figure 1.  

 



Figure 1: The role of social media in municipalities 

The first dimension puts a greater emphasis on local governments and their 
strategies, activity level, online offer, goals etc. The second dimension is focused on the 
stakeholders/citizens, their activity and engagement levels, communication style, mood, 
satisfaction, and so on.  

Despite growing discussion that SM technologies have the potential to enhance 
citizen engagement, there remains a weak body of evidence on its adoption and usage. 
Recent research carried out in Australia (Purser, 2012) shows that although most local 
governments are using social media in some way, the majority of them feel that they are just 
starting out or beginning to develop some experience, and that of those councils who do use 
social media, only one quarter have a formal evaluation process in place to measure the 
effectiveness of the social media they use.  

Research design and methods 

The sample contains the first fifteen member countries of the EU represented by the 
five biggest cities of each, so in total seventy-five EU local governments have been analyzed 
(see Appendix A). Bigger local governments were chosen to be in the sample because they 
are usually more innovative in the adoption of new technologies, they have greater 
disclosure needs, and lower relative costs for the implementation of the new Web 2.0 tools 
(Bonsón et al, 2012). The observation of the seventy-five local governments was carried out 
in two moments of time (March and October 2012). We will refer to these two measurement 
periods as first and second semester (S1 and S2), respectively. So, the final sample consists 
of a panel data of 150 observations: 75 local governments (cross-sectional dimension) * 2 
measurement points (temporal dimension). 

In order to answer the first research question, the use of Facebook by each 
municipality was examined. The same method was applied in all cases. First of all, the 
official website of the municipality was checked for a direct link to the Facebook platform. If 
so, the linked platform was accepted as the official one. For the rest of the cases, the 
presence of the municipality on this platform was checked by using its official name, the link 
to its official website and/or the official e-mail address. A binary code (1/0) was applied to 
register whether a municipality had an official Facebook account or not. 

To answer the second research question, channel activity and number of fans were 
obtained. Channel activity was calculated according to the number of posts by municipality 
and working day. This figure was obtained by counting the total number of posts in the 
examined month and dividing the total by the number of working days of each month.  

For the third research question, some Facebook corporate metrics (see Table 1) 
defined by Bonsón and Ratkai (2013) were used. Based on those metrics, an aggregated 
index of engagement (E) was established according to the following formula: E = P3 + C3 + 
V3. As P3, C3 and V3 have been deflated by the number of fans, they are independent from 
the size of the audience and, therefore, they seem to be the more representative ones in 
order to measure citizen engagement. 

Name  Formula Measures 
Popularity P1 Number of posts with Percentage of the total posts 



likes / total posts that have been liked 
 P2 Total likes / total 

number of posts 
Average number of likes per 
post 

 P3 (P2 / number of fans)  
* 1000 

Popularity of messages  

Commitment C1 Number of posts with 
comments / total posts 

Percentage of the total posts 
that have been commented on 

 C2 Total comments / total 
posts 

Average number of comments 
per post 

 C3 (C2 / number of fans) 
*1000 

Commitment 

Virality V1 Number of posts with 
shares / total posts 

Percentage of the total posts 
that have been shared 

 V2 Total shares / total 
posts 

Average number of shares per 
post 

 V3 (V2 / number of fans) 
*1000 

Virality of messages 

Table 1: Metrics of engagement level1 

 

In order to answer the fourth research question, Pearson correlations between the 
activity and engagement variables have been computed. Two different correlations were 
performed for the two measurement points.  

Finally, in order to answer the fifth research question, univariate analysis has been 
used. We propose several possible independent variables (see Appendix B) in order to study 
its relationship with Facebook activity and engagement levels and to identify possible trends.  

Municipality characteristics and social media metrics have rarely been linked before, 
although both have left profound impressions in social sciences. Therefore the chosen 
explanatory variables refer to (1) municipality characteristics, (2) Facebook page metrics, 
and (3) the technology readiness of the population.  

The chosen local government characteristics are: (1) if the municipality belongs to a 
northern or southern country (SOUTH1) –coding with dummy variables, where 1 means 
south and 0 means north-, (2) the number of municipality inhabitants (INHAB), (3) overall 
level of development of the local government website (E-GOV OFFER), and (4) the level of 
adoption of Web 2.0 and social media tools by the local government (E-GOV 2.0). The 
chosen Facebook metrics are: (1) activity (ACT), (2) engagement (E), and (3) the audience 
that is the number of Facebook page fans (FANS). The variables selected to measure the 
technology readiness of the population are as follows: (1) Internet penetration rate 
(INTERNET), (2) e-government use by citizens (E-GOV DEMAND), and (3) social media use 
by citizens (SM DEMAND). 

The univariate analysis is based on Pearson correlations between the continuous 
independent variables (INHAB, E-GOV OFFER, E-GOV 2.0, FANS, INTERNET, E-GOV 
DEMAND, and SM DEMAND) and the activity and engagement variables (ACT, P3, C3, V3 
and E); and the t-test of difference of the means for the dichotomous nominal independent 
variable (SOUTH1). 

                                                
1 Source: Bonsón and Ratkai (2013). 



Several authors have argued that there are north-south differences in the EU. Since 
the debate about globalization has risen, we may talk about north/south divide in various 
aspects. In 1986, Nigel Harris noted that the Third World is hopelessly obsolete, what gained 
credence among the observers of globalization. Later researchers and academics started to 
talk about the existence of these subdivisions within smaller units. The European Institute 
(2012) and the Economist (2011) reported about the north-south differences in Europe. But 
they also suggested that the difference goes beyond the economical statues, extending to 
culture, questions of responsibility, and stereotypes. Furthermore, the present financial, 
economic and social crises have had a greater impact in Southern-European countries. 

In our sample, northern countries are the Netherlands, Germany, Austria, 
Luxembourg, Finland, Denmark, France, Belgium, the United Kingdom, Sweden, and Ireland. 
And southern countries are Italy, Spain, Portugal, and Greece. In this study, this north-south 
division is going to be analyzed in order to check whether it has an impact on Facebook 
usage.  

Analysis and results 

In the second semester of 2012, 73% of the EU municipalities analyzed had an 
official Facebook page. The percentage is higher among southern countries (80% versus 
71% in northern countries). Table 2 shows a growth of 10% in Facebook usage by the EU 
municipalities of the sample during 2012. In 2012S1, forty-seven municipalities had a 
Facebook channel, whereas in 2012S2 fifty-five of them had one. The growth of use within 
northern countries was higher. In the first semester thirty-two northern and fifteen southern 
local governments used Facebook, and in the second semester usage grew with seven 
municipalities in the case of northern countries and only one in the case of southern 
countries (Table 2). 

 

 2012S1 2012S2 Change 
North (55 municipalities) 32 (58.2%) 39 (70.9%) +7 (+12.7%) 
South (20 municipalities) 15 (75.0%) 16 (80.0%) +1 (+5%) 
Total (75 municipalities) 47 (62.7%) 55 (73.3%) +8 (+10.6%) 

Table 2: Rate of adoption of Facebook by EU local governments 

Table 3 reports about Facebook activity levels among the EU local governments of 
our sample. We have found increasing levels of activity, from an average of 1 message per 
working day in S1 to 2.5 messages in S2. We found that, on average, southern local 
governments are more active on Facebook than northern ones in the two periods analyzed. 
Activity has increased during the period analyzed both in northern and in southern 
municipalities, but the increase has been greater in southern local governments. The 
difference in their average activity level is very significant because southern local 
governments are twice as more active as northern ones. It is important to highlight that the 
standard deviation figure has increased considerably among the two periods of time, which 
evidences an increasing heterogeneity among Facebook activity levels by EU local 
governments, and especially among Southern countries.  

ACTIVITY 2012 S1 2012 S2 All cases 
  North South Total North South Total North South Total 



 Mean 0,748
6 

1,460
6 

0,975
8 

1,861
8 

4,0815 2,5075 1,360
0 

2,8133 1,8017 

 Median 0,477
3 

0,000
0 

0,454
5 

1,652
2 

2,5870 1,8261 1,000
0 

2,0455 1,0662 

 Maximum 3,090
9 

4,454
5 

4,454
5 

7,260
9 

21,608
7 

21,608
7 

7,260
9 

21,608
7 

21,608
7 

 Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 Std. Dev. 0,743
3 

1,869
5 

1,244
4 

1,453
8 

5,2522 3,1914 1,305
1 

4,1468 2,5961 

Observation
s 

32 15 47 39 16 55 71 31 102 

Table 3: Municipalities’ activity on Facebook 

Table 4 shows the number of fans on the municipalities’ Facebook page, which can 
be defined as the audience of the communication channel. It can be seen that from S1 to S2 
the audience grew both in North and South municipalities, from an average number of fans of 
86,808 to 101,198. In the case of northern municipalities this increase is not so significant, 
but in the case of southern local governments the audience became around six times bigger. 
Northern municipalities have a significantly higher number of fans both in S1 and S2, mainly 
due to the presence of two cities in the North group with a number of fans extremely high 
(Paris has the maximum number of fans in S1 and Berlin in S2). This higher level of 
heterogeneity in northern cities as regards the number of fans can also be seen in the higher 
standard deviation figure. So, on average, the stakeholders / citizens basis of communication 
is larger in northern than in southern municipalities, but among northern municipalities there 
is a greater variation in the number of fans of the official Facebook account of the 
municipality.  

FANS 2012 S1 2012 S2 All cases 

  North 
Sout

h Total North South Total North South Total 
 Mean 126212 2746 86808 138281 14248 102198 132841 8683 95107 
 Median 1832 907 1560 2135 3856 2322 1914 2174 1942 

 Maximum 151544
1 

1359
5 

151544
1 

195719
1 

12092
6 

195719
1 

195719
1 

12092
6 

195719
1 

 Minimum 68 18 18 77 163 77 68 18 18 
 Std. Dev. 364813 4333 305090 411944 29663 350562 388712 21974 328873 
Observatio
ns 

32 15 47 39 16 55 71 31 102 

Table 4: Municipalities’ audience (fans) on Facebook 

In Table 5 the Facebook corporate metrics used to construct the engagement index, 
can be found. As said before, P3, C3 and V3 have been deflated by the number of fans. 
Because they are independent from the size of the audience, they seem to be the more 
representative ones in order to measure citizen engagement. Overall, popularity, 
commitment and virality have significantly increased during 2012, as the values in S2 are two 
times higher on average than in S1. In the first semester considering the popularity, the 
commitment and also the virality of messages, northern citizens were more active. This 
status changed for the second semester and the southern citizens seem to be more 
engaged, and also the growth rate is higher. As can be seen, in S2 the mean, median, 
minimum and maximum values have experienced a significant increase in southern cities. 
Indeed, the mean value of the metrics in S2 is higher in southern than in northern cities. This 



higher average value is due to the existence of extremely high values in the activity ratios in 
some southern cities during S2 (Valencia in popularity, Amadora in commitment, and Milan in 
virality). As can be seen, the standard deviation figures have also experienced a significant 
increase in southern cities. So, activity levels by citizens have significantly increased during 
2012 in Southern municipalities, but with great differences among the cities in this group. 

P3 2012S1 2012S2 All cases 
  North South Total North South Total North South Total 
 Mean 4,1964 2,0524 3,5122 6,3001 6,5942 6,3857 5,3520 4,3966 5,0616 
 Median 2,4856 0,0000 1,8776 2,6243 2,1841 2,5633 2,6243 1,3188 2,1299 

 Maximum 29,217
4 

15,435
5 

29,217
4 

38,662
5 

60,389
3 

60,389
3 

38,662
5 

60,389
3 

60,389
3 

 Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 Std. Dev. 5,9416 4,1601 5,4844 8,4312 
14,967

1 
10,595

6 7,4387 
11,198

5 8,7060 
C3          
 Mean 0,6273 0,2643 0,5114 0,6071 1,8394 0,9656 0,6162 1,0772 0,7563 
 Median 0,2292 0,0000 0,1561 0,3025 0,2093 0,2377 0,2473 0,1342 0,2086 

 Maximum 5,3913 1,7851 5,3913 3,4180 
19,400

7 
19,400

7 5,3913 
19,400

7 
19,400

7 
 Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
 Std. Dev. 1,0562 0,4835 0,9232 0,8164 4,9215 2,7416 0,9252 3,5861 2,1115 
V3          
 Mean 0,4213 0,4209 0,4212 0,8691 1,3704 1,0149 0,6673 0,9110 0,7413 
 Median 0,2244 0,0000 0,2030 0,3509 0,6545 0,5000 0,2774 0,3162 0,2778 
 Maximum 2,3974 2,1526 2,3974 6,4046 9,9917 9,9917 6,4046 9,9917 9,9917 
 Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 00 0 0 0 
 Std. Dev. 0,5969 0,7142 0,6288 1,3130 2,4500 1,7127 1,0696 1,8633 1,3553 
Observation
s 

32 15 47 39 16 55 71 31 102 

Table 5: Facebook corporate metrics needed to calculate engagement (E) 

Table 6 presents the statistics of the index of engagement (E) elaborated based 
on the metrics reported in Table 5. Results show increasing levels of engagement, as the 
values in S2 are two times higher on average than in S1. The different patterns among north 
and south municipalities in the two periods of time analyzed are confirmed. In S1, the 
engagement level was significantly higher in northern countries. On the contrary, in S2 the 
average engagement level was significantly higher in southern countries. As happened with 
activity levels and Facebook corporate metrics, the standard deviation figure for engagement 
levels has increased considerably, especially in southern countries, which indicates an 
increased heterogeneity in engagement levels during 2012. The completed set of metrics 
related to commitment, popularity and virality are provided in Appendix C. 

Engagemen
t 2012 S1 2012 S2 All cases 
  North South Total North South Total North South Total 
 Mean 5,2450 2,7376 4,4447 7,7764 9,8040 8,3662 6,6354 6,3848 6,5593 
 Median 3,3677 0,0000 2,5728 3,3347 3,0195 3,3347 3,3347 2,1685 3,0307 

 Maximum 34,887
0 

19,373
1 

34,887
0 

42,319
7 

62,958
1 

62,958
1 

42,319
7 

62,958
1 

62,958
1 

 Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 



 Std. Dev. 7,2100 5,3060 6,7080 9,7064 17,011
4 

12,147
0 

8,7049 13,065
9 

10,160
7 

Observation
s 

32 15 47 39 16 55 71 31 102 

Table 6: Citizens’ engagement on Facebook 

Table 7 presents the results of the correlation analyses between the activity and 
engagement variables. These results indicate that there is no relationship between 
municipalities’ activity and engagement levels by citizens. Therefore, raising the activity of a 
channel (that is, promoting a more frequent communication flow), does not necessarily result 
in a higher citizens activity and consequently a higher engagement level. These results are 
consistent for the two periods of time analyzed and also differentiating among Northern and 
Southern countries.  

  Activity  
  2012 S1 2012 S2 All cases 
  North South Total North South Total North South Total 

P3 0,054 0,256 0,063  -0,273* -0,214 -0,204 -0,116 -0,095 -0,106 

C3 0,061 0,318 0,055 -0,154 -0,209 -0,120 -0,069 -0,101 -0,066 

V3 0,096 0,434 0,262* -0,101 -0,112 -0,055 0,028 0,025 0,045 

E
ng

ag
em

en
t 

E 0,061 0,288 0,083 -0,264 -0,265 -0,213 -0,103 -0,106 -0,098 

Note: *** Significant at the 1%; ** Significant at the 5%; * Significant at the 10%. 
Table 7: Pearson Correlations among Activity and Engagement levels 

In order to answer the fifth research question, univariate analysis has been used. Table 
8 presents the results of the correlation analyses between the continuous independent 
variables and the activity and engagement variables. The first panel reports the correlations 
for the first semester and the second panel presents the result of the second semester. As 
can be seen, all the correlations are very low and non-significant in most of the cases. 
Indeed, in the first semester, none of the correlations is significant. In the second semester 
we find some significant correlations as regards activity levels. The size of the municipality 
(measured by the number of inhabitants) seems to positively influence the level of activity of 
the local government in Facebook. The other significant correlations, however, present a 
negative sign, indicating that the technology readiness of the population in the country is 
negatively correlated with Facebook activity by local governments, which is consistent given 
the higher activity levels in Southern-European countries, where Internet penetration, e-
government and social media use by citizens is generally lower (see Appendix B). None of 
variables considered are useful to explain citizens’ engagement levels. Interestingly, a higher 
number of fans is not correlated with higher levels of engagement by citizens.  

PANEL 1: S1           
  Activity P3 C3 V3 E 
Ln Inhab -0,006 -0,167 -0,213 -0,046 -0,170 
E-gov offer 0,081 0,045 0,092 -0,049 0,045 
E-gov 2.0 0,119 -0,087 -0,017 -0,135 -0,086 
Ln fans 0,056 -0,029 -0,088 -0,007 -0,037 
Internet -0,176 0,100 0,106 -0,050 0,092 
E-gov demand -0,106 0,139 0,121 0,035 0,133 
SM demand 0,180 -0,016 0,025 -0,058 -0,015 



PANEL 2: S2           
  Activity P3 C3 V3 E 
Ln Inhab 0,275** -0,088 -0,120 0,037 -0,098 
E-gov offer -0,035 0,032 -0,074 -0,022 0,008 
E-gov 2.0 -0,068 -0,022 -0,172 -0,170 -0,082 
Ln fans 0,098  -0,232* -0,164 -0,144 -0,260 
Internet  -0,31** 0,084 -0,197 -0,152 0,007 
E-gov demand  -0,391*** 0,109 -0,117 -0,151 0,048 
SM demand  -0,370*** 0,158 0,055 -0,189 0,124 
PANEL 3: All cases pooled (S1 + S2) 
  Activity P3 C3 V3 E 
Ln Inhab 0,180* -0,104 -0,125 0,016 -0,113 
E-gov offer 0,007 0,040 -0,026 -0,017 0,027 
E-gov 2.0 -0,006 -0,031 -0,120 -0,135 -0,069 
Ln fans 0,110 -0,136 -0,116 -0,070 -0,150 
Internet  -0,231** 0,087 -0,109 -0,106 0,038 
E-gov demand  -0,278*** 0,112 -0,056 -0,093 0,072 
SM demand  -0,193* 0,104 0,047 -0,133 0,081 
Table 8: Pearson Correlations among the continuous independent 

variables and the activity and engagement variables 

Table 9 presents the results of the t-tests of difference of the means for activity and 
engagement levels between northern and southern countries. These results confirm previous 
findings indicating that activity levels are higher in southern countries and that these 
differences in activity levels are higher in the second measurement point (S2). As seen 
above, northern countries have a significantly higher number of fans for their local 
governments’ official Facebook accounts. As regards the differences in engagement levels, 
they are not statistically significant. 

 

 

PANEL 1: S1          
  Activity P3 C3 V3 E 
Mean North 0,7486 4,1964 0,6273 0,4213 5,2450 
Mean South 1,4606 2,0524 0,2643 0,4209 2,7376 
t-test  -1,878* 1,257 1,265 0,002 1,200 
PANEL 2: S2      
  Activity P3 C3 V3 E 
Mean North 1,8618 6,3001 0,6071 0,8691 7,7764 
Mean South 4,0815 6,5942 1,8394 1,3704 9,8040 
t-test  -2,449** -0,093 -1,533 -0,986 -0,559 
PANEL 3: POOL      
  Activity P3 C3 V3 E 
Mean North 1,3600 5,3520 0,6162 0,6673 6,6354 
Mean South 2,8133 4,3966 1,0772 0,9110 6,3848 
t-test  -2,679*** 0,508 -1,014 -0,834 0,114 
 



Table 9 Differences between activity, audience and engagement in 
Northern and Southern countries. 

Discussion and implications 

The proliferation of social computing and social media is here for the long haul. As 
previous research on the US has shown (Mergel, 2013), the overwhelming reason to 
participate in social media platforms can be summarized with one main goal: representation 
of the entity on all potential interaction channels, to be where the people are. Local 
governments, as the closest level of government to citizens, will be remiss in not harnessing 
the potential opportunities through effective use of social media. Availability of a Facebook 
page can be considered as a symbol of modernity and responsiveness, which may be 
perceived as necessary for political legitimacy, especially in times of crisis. Our results show 
that there is a general high presence in the usage of Facebook within the examined 
European municipalities (63% and 73% in the first and second semester of 2012). Previous 
research carried out in the first semester of 2010 found that a 17% of these local 
governments had an official Facebook page, evidencing important advances in Facebook 
presence in a two-year period. It seems that European municipalities are increasingly using 
Facebook in order to reach the citizens, especially in southern countries, where 80% of the 
municipalities have a Facebook presence. A 10% increase in Facebook usage in a six-month 
period is an important increase, which confirms the importance that local governments give 
to SM tools in order to improve government-to-citizen relationships.  

But having a presence on Facebook should not be a goal in itself. Local governments 
must define their strategy and allow for frequent communication and feedback between 
government representatives and the public. Only in this way government-to-citizen 
relationships can significantly be improved and trust can be gained. Communication between 
the local government and citizens must be frequent, but without overwhelming the audience. 
Recent guidelines on social media use by public sector entities suggest a minimum of 2 and 
a maximum of 10 tweets/posts per working day (Cabinet Office, 2009). Our results on 
Facebook use by EU local governments have found increasing levels of activity, from an 
average of 1 message per working day in the first semester of 2012 to 2.5 messages in the 
second semester of 2012. However, as can be seen, activity levels are still quite low. Again, 
our results show that, on average, southern local governments are more active by posting 
messages on Facebook than northern municipalities. However, we have to bear in mind that 
high levels of heterogeneity exist in our sample, especially among southern local 
government. As regards the audiences of the official Facebook pages of the EU 
municipalities, on average the number of fans is rather high (86,808 and 101,198 in the first 
and second semester of 2012). In southern local governments, the audience became around 
six times bigger during 2012. However, northern municipalities have a significantly higher 
number of fans than municipalities in the south, but also higher levels of heterogeneity 
among cities. 

The fact that most of the posts have been liked is an evidence that citizens find the 
posts made by the local government interesting and useful, but they do not show any further 
interest by sharing the information with friends or by engaging in dialog commenting on them 
(only around 40% of the post are shared or commented on, the average number of 
comments per post is around 11 and the average number of shares per post is 29). An 
interesting finding is that shares are more widely used than comments, so it seems that 



citizens like to share the relevant content published by municipalities. In the first semester of 
2012, northern citizens were more active, but this situation changed for the second semester 
of 2012, as the metrics of engagement have increased to a greater extent in southern 
municipalities, but again mainly due to the presence of some extremely high values in the 
activity ratios in some southern cities.  

Results show that there is no apparent relationship between municipalities’ activity 
and engagement levels by citizens. This suggest that merely raising the activity of a channel 
(that is, promoting a more frequent communication flow), does not necessarily result in 
higher levels of activity on the part of citizens. 

As regards the factors influencing activity levels by local governments and 
engagement levels by citizens, only some relationships with activity levels by municipalities 
have been found. Of the different variables selected to reflect municipality characteristics 
(whether the municipality belongs to a northern or southern country, number of municipality 
inhabitants, overall level of development of the local government website, and level of 
adoption of Web 2.0 and social media tools by the local government), only the size of the 
municipality seems to positively correlate with activity levels in the second semester of 2012, 
and southern local government have also been found to present higher activity levels. As 
regards Facebook page metrics (number of fans) and the technology readiness of the 
population, none of the variables reflecting these characteristics have been found to 
influence activity levels by local governments or engagement levels by citizens.  

From the examined cases, it seems that channel activity is more an attitude or a 
decision from local governments, than a consequence of citizen demand or a dialogic 
communication with citizens. In general terms, Facebook activity levels by local governments 
and engagement levels by citizens are not statistically related with municipality 
characteristics, Facebook page metrics or the technology readiness of the population. 
Developments in this area seem rather chaotic both regarding the offer made by local 
governments and levels of use by citizens and, therefore, predicting future developments in 
this area seems to be a risky task.  

Significant opportunities exist, particularly with new web 2.0 technologies, to harness 
online media in ways that engage, rather than just communicate with, constituents. Previous 
research has shown the importance of “perceived value” in explaining continuance 
participation intentions and behavior of Facebook users (Al-Debei et al., in press). That is, 
Facebook users will not risk committing time and effort to it continually without being sure of 
the benefits and value they can get through continuance participation. So, local governments 
should clearly establish what is the main purpose of their Facebook page (inform, capture 
feedback, engage) in order to avoid frustration on the part of citizens that can lead to distrust. 

Our findings seem to be consistent with previous research indicating that active 
presence in SM depends on special circumstances of each local government and on the 
political will and personal attitudes of public sector managers (Hansard Society, 2009; 
Bonsón et al., 2012). Our results suggest that in southern local governments, due to the 
greater effect of the present financial and economic crises, local governments feel more 
pressure to be transparent, open and accountable and to promote citizen participation on 
policy formulation. Southern municipalities have been detected to have a higher activity on 
Facebook than their northern counterparts. Southern municipalities in today’s Europe are, in 



general, in a weaker economic and financial situation, and therefore openness and 
transparency here seems to be more important to build trust. Social media in general and 
Facebook in particular can be a good tool to reach this goal. 

Conclusions 

The use of Facebook by EU local governments has become common place, with 
important advances in Facebook presence in recent times. Social media in general, and 
Facebook in particular, can be a good tool to promote openness, transparency, citizen 
engagement and collaboration. In this way, local governments can gain reputation and trust, 
while reducing costs and marketing spending. It seems that European municipalities are 
increasingly using Facebook in order to reach the citizens, especially in southern countries. 
As the impact of the present financial and economic crises has been higher in southern 
municipalities, they feel more urgency to have a Facebook official page to communicate with 
citizens. In this way, availability of a Facebook page is confirmed as a symbol of modernity 
and responsiveness, which may be perceived as particularly necessary for political 
legitimacy, especially in times of crisis.  

The audiences of the official Facebook pages of the EU municipalities are rather high 
and the number of fans is increasing fast. But this growth does not automatically mean an 
engaged audience. Unfortunately, citizen engagement in general is low. Pushing the like 
button is the most popular way of engagement, but when the participation of citizens involves 
a higher effort, by sharing the post or commenting on them, levels of engagement decrease. 
The fact that most of the posts have been liked is evidence that citizens find the posts made 
by the local government interesting and useful, but they do not show any further interest to 
share the information with friends or engage in dialog by commenting on them. So, these 
findings suggest a limited interest on the part of citizens to get engaged in conversations with 
government. However, we have to bear in mind that this paper has not analyzed the content 
of the posts being made by the local governments and that it is very likely that in the early 
stages of social media adoption, entrepreneurs will use social media as an additional 
channel to replicate information that is published through the standard ICT channels, instead 
of using the medium for social interactions (Mergel, & Bretschneider, 2013). 

Our results have found high levels of heterogeneity in Facebook activity and usage 
patterns and no relationship between municipalities’ activity and engagement levels by 
citizens. Furthermore, Facebook activity levels by local governments and engagement levels 
by citizens in general terms are not statistically related to municipality characteristics, 
Facebook page metrics or the technology readiness of the population. It seems that channel 
activity is more an attitude or a decision from local governments, than a consequence of 
citizen demand or a dialogic communication with citizens. So, developments in this area 
seem rather chaotic both regarding the offer made by local governments and levels of use by 
citizens and, therefore, predicting future developments in this area seems to be a risky task.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A – List of municipalities 
 

 COUNTRY CITY OFFICIAL NAME WEB 
1 AUSTRIA Vienna Magistrat der Stadt Wien www.wien.gv.at 
2   Graz Magistrat Graz www.graz.at 
3   Linz Magistrat Linz www.linz.at 
4   Salzburg Stadt Salzburg www.stadt-salzburg.at 
5   Innsbruck Stadt Innsbruck www.innsbruck.at 
6 BELGIUM Antwerpen Stad Antwerpen www.antwerpen.be 
7   Gent Stad Gent www.gent.be 
8   Charleroi La Ville de Charleroi www.charleroi.be 
9   Liège Ville de Liège www.liege.be 
10   Brussels City of Brussels www.brucity.be 
11 DENMARK Copenhagen København kommune www.kk.dk 
12   Aarhus Arhus kommune www.aarhuskommune.dk 
13   Aalborg Aalborg Kommune www.aalborgkommune.dk 
14   Odense Odense Kommune www.odense.dk 
15   Esbjerg Esbjerg Kommune www.esbjergkommune.dk 
16 FINLAND Helsinki Helsingin kaupunki www.hel.fi 
17   Espoo Espoon kaupunki www.espoo.fi 
18   Tampere Tampereen kaupunki www.tampere.fi 
19   Vantaa Vantaan kaupunki www.vantaa.fi 
20   Turku Turun kaupunki www.turku.fi 
21 FRANCE Paris Mairie de paris www.paris.fr 
22   Marseille Mairie de marseille www.marseille.fr 
23   Lyon Mairie de Lyon www.lyon.fr 
24   Toulouse Mairie de toulouse www.toulouse.fr 
25   Nice Mairie de NICE www.nice.fr 
26 GERMANY Berlin Stadt Berlin www.berlin.de 
27   Hamburg Stadt hamburg www.hamburg.de 
28   Munich Stadt munchen www.muenchen.de 
29   Köln Stadt Koln www.stadt-koeln.de 
30   Frankfurt Stadt Frankfurt www.frankfurt.de 
31 GREECE Athens ??µ?? ????a?? ? www.cityofathens.gr 
32   Thessaloniki ??µ?? T essa??????? www.thessaloniki.gr 
33   Patras ??µ?? ? at??? ? www.patras.gr 
34   Heraklion ??µ?? ? ?a??e??? www.heraklion-city.gr 
35   Volos ??µ?? ????? www.volos-city.gr 
36 IRELAND Dublin Dublin City Council www.dublincity.ie 
37   Cork Cork City Council www.corkcorp.ie 
38   Galway Galway City Council www.galwaycity.ie 
39   Limerick Limerick City Council www.limerickcorp.ie 
40   Waterford Waterford City Council www.waterfordcity.ie 
41 ITALY Rome Comune di roma www.comune.roma.it 
42   Milan Comune di milano www.comune.milano.it 
43   Naples Comune di napoli www.comune.napoli.it 
44   Turin Comune di Torino www.comune.torino.it 
45   Palermo Comune di palermo www.comune.palermo.it 
46 LUXEMBOURG Luxembourg Ville de luxembourg www.luxembourg-city.lu 
47   Esch-sur-Alzette Administration Communale de  

la Ville d’Esch-sur-Alzette 
www.esch.lu 

48   Differdange Mairie de Differdange www.differdange.lu 
49   Dudelange Administration de la Ville de Dudelange www.dudelange.lu 
50   Pétange Administration Communale de Pétange www.petange.lu 
51 NETHERLANDS Amsterdam Gemeente Amsterdam www.amsterdam.nl 
52   Rotterdam Gemeente Rotterdam www.rotterdam.nl 



53   The Hague Gemeente Den Haag www.denhaag.nl 
54   Utrecht Gemeente Utrecht www.utrecht.nl 
55   Eindhoven Gemeente Eindhoven www.eindhoven.nl 
56 PORTUGAL Lisbon Cámara municipal de Lisboa www.cm-lisboa.pt 
57   Oporto Cámara municipal do Porto www.cm-porto.pt 
58   Vila Nova de Gaia Cámara municipal de Gaia www.cm-gaia.pt 
59   Amadora Cámara municipal de Amadora www.cm-amadora.pt 
60   Braga Cámara municipal de Braga www.cm-braga.pt 
61 SWEDEN Stockholm Stockholms Stad www.stockholm.se 
62   Göteborg Göteborgs Stad www.goteborg.se 
63   Malmö Malmo Stad www.malmo.se 
64   Uppsala Uppsala kommun www.uppsala.se 
65   Linköping Lidköpings kommun www.lidkoping.se 
66 SPAIN Madrid Ayuntamiento de Madrid www.munimadrid.es 
67   Barcelona Ayuntament de Barcelona www.bcn.es 
68   Valencia Ajuntament de Valéncia www.valencia.es 
69   Sevilla Ayuntamiento de Sevilla www.sevilla.org 
70   Zaragoza Ayuntamiento de Zaragoza www.zaragoza.es 
71 UK London London city council www.london.gov.uk 
72   Birmingham Birmingham City Council www.birmingham.gov.uk 
73   Glasgow Glasgow City Council www.glasgow.gov.uk 
74   Leeds Leeds City Council www.leeds.gov.uk 
75   Manchester Manchester City Council www.manchester.gov.uk 

 



 

Appendix B. Independent variables 
 

 Northern countries 
Southern 
countries 

  IR UK 
D
E FI 

N
E 

S
W AU GE 

B
E 

F
R LU IT 

S
P 

P
O 

G
R 

1. E-gov offer Min: 26.39%;   Max: 77.39%;  Mean: 52.72%;   Std. Dev.: 0.1081 
2. E-gov 2.0 Min: 0%;   Max: 61.5%;  Mean: 24.9%;   Std. Dev.: 0.1648 
3. Internet 77 82 90 89 92 91 80 83 78 80 91 57 68 55 53 
4. E-government 
demand 49 43 81 70 62 78 53 51 50 61 61 19 45 39 34 
5. SM demand 46 57 55 49 46 54 37 34 49 33 50 29 43 45 32 
 
NOTES: 

1. Level of development of e-government in the local government: data obtained from Pina et 
al. (2009). These scores refer to four basic website dimensions: transparency, interactivity, 
usability and maturity. Due to differences in the cities analyzed, we have five missing values 
for this variable. 

2. Level of adoption of Web 2.0 and social media tools by the local government: data 
obtained from Bonsón et al. (2012). These scores are based on the analysis of both the 
official website and the active presence of each local government in the major social 
platforms. 

3. Internet penetration: Percentage of Internet users in the country. International 
Telecommunication Union (Sep 2011): “World Telecommunication/ICT Indicators”. Available 
at: http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/ict/statisTIC/ (accessed 3 April 2013). 

4. E-government use by citizens: Percentage of individuals who have used the Internet for 
interaction with public authorities (in the last 12 months) (2012). Available at: 
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat (accessed 3 April 2013).   Individuals  

5. Social media use by citizens: Percentage of individuals that have used the Internet, in the 
last 3 months, for posting messages to social media sites (2012). Available at: 
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat (accessed 3 April 2013).  



Appendix C. – Set of metrics of popularity (P1, P2), commitment (C1, C2) and 
virality (V1, V2) 
 

2012S1 - North      
 P1 P2 C1 C2 V1 V2 
 Mean 0.6973 204.4139 0.4067 18.062 0.3714 27.8685 
 Median 0.8944 4.625 0.275 0.5735 0.275 0.3614 
 Maximum 1 3987.6 1 284.2 1 376.222 
 Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 
 Std. Dev. 0.3793 723.7504 0.3736 54.923 0.3544 85.939 
Observations 32 32 32 32 32 32 
       
2012S1 - South      
 P1 P2 C1 C2 V1 V2 
 Mean 0.4138 4.8336 0.1749 0.6054 0.2193 1.1665 
 Median 0 0 0 0 0 0 
 Maximum 1 25.5306 0.5918 2.1530 0.8265 7.0510 
 Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 
 Std. Dev. 0.4935 7.5623 0.2331 0.8300 0.3022 1.9632 
Observations 15 15 15 15 15 15 
       
2012S1 - Total      
 P1 P2 C1 C2 V1 V2 
 Mean 0.6068 140.718 0.3327 12.4913 0.3228 19.3466 
 Median 0.8333 4 0.2307 0.3846 0.2173 0.3 
 Maximum 1 3987.6 1 284.2 1 376.2222 
 Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 
 Std. Dev. 0.4346 601.553 0.3501 45.8346 0.3429 71.6707 
Observations 47 47 47 47 47 47 
       
2012S2 - North      
 P1 P2 C1 C2 V1 V2 
 Mean 0.7867 322.977 0.4159 13.0498 0.4209 49.507 
 Median 0.8714 7.9611 0.3220 1.2727 0.3103 0.8 
 Maximum 1 5540 1 179.4286 1 978.648 
 Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 
 Std. Dev. 0.2461 1043 0.3284 36.0243 0.3348 174.985 
Observations 39 39 39 39 39 39 
       
2012S2 - South      
 P1 P2 C1 C2 V1 V2 
 Mean 0.8587 52.0572 0.4216 3.9768 0.6464 6.5628 
 Median 0.9655 10.6641 0.4203 1.7274 0.4902 3.5107 
 Maximum 1.0000 546.5833 0.8596 24.1539 3.6923 17.4039 
 Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 
 Std. Dev. 0.2657 134.2861 0.2645 6.2679 0.8678 6.5604 
Observations 16 16 16 16 16 16 
       
2012S2 – Total      
 P1 P2 C1 C2 V1 V2 
 Mean 0.8076 244.164 0.4176 10.410 0.4864 37.0141 
 Median 0.8888 8.111 0.375 1.4444 0.3720 1.3174 
 Maximum 1 5540 1 179.428 3.6923 978.648 



 Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 
 Std. Dev. 0.2516 886.67 0.3087 30.682 0.5466 148.144 
Observations 55 55 55 55 55 55 
       



 

All cases pooled (S1 + S2) - 
North     
 P1 P2 C1 C2 V1 V2 
 Mean 0.7464 269.5401 0.4118 15.3092 0.3986 39.754 
 Median 0.875 6.7272 0.3 0.8857 0.3 0.5925 
 Maximum 1 5540. 1 284.2 1 978.648 
 Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 
 Std. Dev. 0.3140 908.978 0.3470 45.2409 0.3422 141.458 
Observations 71 71 71 71 71 71 
       
All cases pooled (S1 + S2) - 
South     
 P1 P2 C1 C2 V1 V2 
 Mean 0.6434 29.207 0.3022 2.3454 0.4397 3.9517 
 Median 0.9272 5.1111 0.3043 0.9565 0.3478 1.4615 
 Maximum 1 546.58 0.8596 24.1538 3.6923 17.403 
 Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 
 Std. Dev. 0.4472 98.074 0.2757 4.7851 0.6828 5.5527 
Observations 31 31 31 31 31 31 
       
All cases pooled (S1 + S2) - 
Total     
 P1 P2 C1 C2 V1 V2 
 Mean 0.7151 196.497 0.3785 11.3692 0.4111 28.8732 
 Median 0.8888 6.196 0.3021 0.9239 0.3218 0.6481 
 Maximum 1 5540.35 1 284.2 3.6923 978.648 
 Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 
 Std. Dev. 0.3605 766.70 0.3295 38.2261 0.4690 118.961 
Observations 102 102 102 102 102 102 

 

 


