
eChallenges e-2011 Conference Proceedings

Paul Cunningham and Miriam Cunningham (Eds)

IIMC International Information Management Corporation, 2011

ISBN: 978-1-905824-27-4

The Cloverleaves of Social Media 

Challenges for e-Governments 

Riitta HELLMAN

Karde AS, P.O. Box 69 Tåsen, Oslo, N-0801, Norway 

Tel: +47 982 112 00, Email: rh@karde.no

Abstract: Along with many positive impacts, the development and use of social

media in and by the public sector introduces a number of challenges and unanswered

questions. This paper looks into the following: General accessibility and usability

issues, trust and credibility; roles of public employees as users of social media. Also, 

case handling procedures, document safety and public procurement issues connected 

to introduction of social media on public media web-sites are discussed. These issues

are illustrated by examples from the Nordic countries. The objective of this paper is 

to highlight some of the main challenges of social media when deployed by public

authorities, and through this approach to ensure that European public bodies take

necessary action to develop adequate social media strategies.

1. Introduction

Governments all over the world are offering a rapidly increasing number of on-line services 

to businesses and citizens. Today, practically all European governments use the Internet and 

the World Wide Web as a means of communication and dissemination of information, thus 

climbing towards the top levels of maturity as far as interactivity of electronic services is

concerned [1, 2, 3, 4]. During the last few years, social media [5] – or Web 2.0 – are 

challenging and changing what had been an established pattern.

For private persons, taking part in social media has become an essential part of daily life 

and a way of interacting and socializing with others. Facebook [6] with its hundreds of

millions of users world-wide is probably the best example, followed by Twitter [7], virtual

worlds, blogs, content sharing etc. For government offices, municipalities and other public 

organisations, the social media are a recent innovation. Facebook- and Twitter-logos for

sign-on are popping up on their web-pages, and citizens are offered yet another channel for 

communication and participation In Norway, ministries have been reluctant to connect to

social media on their web-pages [8], but their subordinate agencies and institutions are 

eagerly following the new trend (Figure 1).

This is also the case for the Finnish ministries [9] and their subordinate agencies and 

institutions, while the Danish ministries [10] seem to practice a “social media free zone”

also at the level of (at least most) subordinate agencies and institutions. In Sweden, the 

situation is similar [11].

Along with many positive impacts, this development introduces a number of challenges

and unanswered questions. This paper looks briefly into some of these: 

1. General accessibility and usability issues.

2. Trust and credibility. 

3. Roles of public employees as users of social media and case handling procedures. 

4. Public procurement.

In this paper, these issues are illustrated by examples from the Nordic countries. The 

objective of this paper is to direct attention to the rising challenges, and thus to inspire 
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European public bodies to develop adequate social media strategies to handle the use of the 

new media in a professional and responsible manner.

Figure 1. Examples of one Norwegian ministry and one government agency that link to social media

from their web-pages (the Ministry of Health and Care Services [12] and the Norwegian Industrial
Property Office [13] with links to Facebook, Twitter, Youtube and Flickr.

2. Challenges of Social Media for Public Bodies 

2.1 Method of study 

This paper is based on literature studies and empirical walkthroughs of public web-sites in 

the Nordic countries.

2.2 Areas of concern 

Accessibility of all public information and services is a requirement in many European 

countries, also when these are web-based. In fact, two central ICT-policy areas of this 

decade are e-Accessibility and e-Inclusion, both in EU [14, 15] and the USA (the US 

Rehabilitation act [16]). These policies have been implemented in legislation, such as the 

anti-discrimination law of Norway [17], and the European policies and laws for public 

procurement [18]. However, it has been pointed out that people with disabilities in Europe

continue to be confronted with many barriers when using everyday ICT-products and 

services [19]. In the context of social media, this problem seems to escalate. 

Two recent studies document rather poor accessibility of social media. A Swedish

accessibility study of five social media (including Facebook and Twitter; 483 recipients,

119 replies) reports that these media have severe accessibility problems [20]. Many of the 

reported problems make the use of social media difficult, if not impossible, for persons with 

disabilities, i.e., deaf blind persons, visually impaired and blind persons, persons with motor 

difficulties, and persons with cognitive problems.

A Norwegian study, based on an on-line survey of accessibility of social media

(including Facebook and Twitter; 101 replies) reports similar results, although more

focussed on the challenges encountered by visually impaired users [21]. This is a large user 
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group, including e.g., a majority of the elderly generation. For severely visually impaired

persons, the use of assistive technologies, such as speech synthesizers or screen readers, is 

seriously hampered by the accessibility problems.

For the cognitively disabled users, the situation is equally bad. Cognitively disabled

people have difficulties interpreting what is seen or heard and/or difficulties making mental

connections between different pieces of information, or have trouble with abstract 

reasoning. The type and degree of cognitive impairment can vary widely. Well-known

cognitive impairments are dyslexia, dyscalculia, learning and language disabilities, memory

deficit, or difficulties with orientation and concentration [22].

Cognitive skills and abilities, or the lack of these, thus define an important area of 

concern in the context of accessibility and usability of social media. Here one single

example from statistics clearly shows the extent of the challenge: International estimates

show that 15-20% of the population have a language-based learning disability [23]. In 

particular, the Swedish study reports accessibility problems that are very harmful for this 

compound group of users. Also elderly people often suffer from cognitive impairments

such as memory loss or orientation problems. Examples of accessibility problems for these

users are the complexity of social media as such, changing layout, inconsistent link 

representations, and lack of language support for small language groups. 

The results from these two reports, put together, should seriously worry the accessibility 

law makers, as well as the ICT-departments within the public sector. For example, the

Norwegian government aims at ensuring that all technological solutions involving ICT in 

the public sector shall be based on Universal Design (Design for All) [24, 25], promotes

accessibility and e-Inclusion [26, 27], as well as anti-discrimination and the rights of 

disabled people (by law) [17]. In the field of procurement, the Norwegian legislation has

been changed to correspond to the EU Directive. According to this legislation, universal 

design must be considered in each procurement process [28].

There is no doubt that the social media represent an extension of traditional web-

solutions of e-Governments. The current policies, laws, standards and guidelines all stop 

short of the social media. Nor are these media subject to any procurement procedures, but 

the linking icons are just “put” on the web-sites. In short, so-called threshold values are not 

exceeded as the social media do not cost anything, and consequently, there is no

procurement process. Moreover, the ministries, their subordinate agencies and other public 

bodies have really no say in the design of the social media; the design and functionalities 

are decided by the legal owners of the service and follow the accessibility legislation of the 

country of origin. These considerations together define a landscape that is difficult to 

manage for public organisations and the users of their citizens.

Public sector organisations shall serve citizens and businesses. Basic assumptions

behind the public sector are that all case handling meets broadly accepted expectations, 

respects the interests of citizens and businesses, practices objectivity and follows common 

performance standards. This should ensure accurate prediction of outcomes of any case 

handling as the formal rules are well-defined according to laws and regulations. In short, 

citizens and businesses expect accurate accountability and excellent “stewardship”.

These expectations are challenged when social media enter the stage as part of the 

technological communication platform. Modern public sector deploys many different ICTs 

in communication with citizens and businesses and base the case-handling on dedicated 

ICT-based systems and services. These have usually been adapted to the business processes

and legal requirements of objective and transparent case-handling. Social media interfere 

with this practice by allowing informal communication to take place, and enable case-

handlers to interact with the client (citizens or businesses) separately from the formal flow 

of information. Clearly, it may be difficult to understand the role of a case handler or case 

manager, if s/he interacts with the client through social media. Confusion of roles arise if or 
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when there is no clarity concerning the role(s); Whom does the case handler or case

manager represent if the communication takes place through Twitter, at 9 o’clock in the 

evening – herself/himself as a private person, or her/his employer (i.e., the public body)?

This problem is increasing, and guidelines are called for. 

Luckily, many organisations within the European public sector have recognised the 

potential problem. Guidelines for communication through social media for civil servants are 

being developed. One example of such guidelines is the Civil Service Code of UK 

Government [29]. This applies to participation online as a civil servant or when discussing

government business. Such rules are of great importance, and are therefore quoted below: 

“Disclose your position as a representative of your department or agency unless there are 

exceptional circumstances, such as a potential threat to personal security. Never give out

personal details like home address and phone numbers. 

Always remember that participation online results in your comments being permanently 

available and open to being republished in other media. Stay within the legal framework 

and be aware that libel, defamation, copyright and data protection laws apply. This means 

that you should not disclose information, make commitments or engage in activities on 

behalf of Government unless you are authorised to do so. This authority may already be 

delegated or may be explicitly granted depending on your organisation. 

Also be aware that this may attract media interest in you as an individual, so proceed with 

care whether you are participating in an official or a personal capacity. If you have any 

doubts, take advice from your line manager. 

1. Be credible: Be accurate, fair, thorough and transparent. 

2. Be consistent: Encourage constructive criticism and deliberation. Be cordial, honest 

and professional at all times. 

3. Be responsive: When you gain insight, share it where appropriate. 

4. Be integrated: Wherever possible, align online participation with other offline com-

munications.

5. Be a civil servant: Remember that you are an ambassador for your organisation. 

Wherever possible, disclose your position as a representative of your department or 

agency.”

These guidelines are, however, just a beginning. It is obvious that more profound codes 

of practice have to be developed in order to address the complexity of the field and to be 

applicable in a number of different case handling and case management contexts. Most 

public organisations have a long way to go to satisfy criteria for case-handling and 

management if social media are used in the communication between the public sector’s 

actors, and citizens or businesses. 

Yet another problem that seems to be emerging is the peculiar mixture of information

content and commercial content. In Figure 2, two examples of this absurdity are provided.

Norwegian NAV (The Norwegian Labour and Welfare Service, [30]) and Swedish 

Arbetsförmedlingen (the Swedish Public Employment Service [31]) are chosen as examples 

to illustrate such confusing content. Both organisations target persons with economic or 

employment issues, and therefore have a special responsibility to follow strict rules of 

trustworthiness. It is tempting to ask if this is really so when advertisements for “free

eyeglasses” appear on their Facebooks [32, 33].

3. Conclusions and recommendations

This paper has looked into the increasing use of social media within the public sector in the 

Nordic countries. More and more often, public agencies and organisations link to Facebook, 

Twitter, and the like, from their own websites. Alternatively, governmental agencies link to
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these media in connection with campaigns, “happenings” or competitions (such as idea 

competitions as part of e-Participation).

Figure 2. Facebook of two Nordic public agencies: Commercial content “Free eyeglasses”

appears side-by-side with information to unemployed and disabled people [30, 31].

This development introduces several challenges. In this paper we have highlighted the 

following four (Figure 3): 

1. General accessibility and usability connected to security, privacy, understandability and 

information overload (the latter is, in fact, a well-documented problem of the 

“information age” since the eighties [34, 35]). Since the legislation in many European 

countries requires universal design or design for all (also for ICTs), it appears rather 

peculiar that governmental agencies link to poorly accessible sites and media, such as 

Facebook.

2. Trust and credibility when commercials appear in the context of public information.

Many users may have trouble distinguishing clearly between the two content providers'

contributions.

3. Roles of public employees (civil servants) as participants in social media – whom do 

they represent in the different contexts, or at different times of the day (working hours 

vs. leisure time)? Will contributions on Twitter or Facebook represent their employer's

official standpoints in connection with case handling or case management, or the private 

opinion of the particular employee?

4. Public procurement. In European countries, legislation regulating public procurement is 

rather strict. How can commercial services, such as Facebook or Twitter appear on 

public websites, and practically by-pass all rules and regulations connected to public 

procurement? Who bought the Facebook-part of the e-Service, and based on which 

authorisation?
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Figure 3. Main social media challenges for the public sector.

In this paper, these issues have been illustrated by examples from Nordic e-Government

websites (Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Denmark). The ultimate objective of this paper is 

to draw attention to the rising challenges of social media, and thus to attempt to inspire 

European public bodies to develop adequate social media strategies to handle the use of the 

new media in a professional and responsible way. For example in Norway and Sweden

strategy documents exist that deal with social media [36, 37]. The advice given seems to be 

rather general, and does not differ much from guidelines published for more traditional 

electronic communication, such as e-mail, public journals or systems for business processes 

on the one hand, and for ICT-development projects in general on the other hand. More 

specific strategies and guidelines that focus on issues such as the four mentioned above are 

missing.

Therefore, our first recommendation is to invest time and effort in the production of

good strategy documents and implementation processes which support the ministries’, their 

subordinate agencies’ and institutions’ use of social media as an integrated communication 

platform vis-à-vis citizens and businesses, and which guide them to cope with issues 1-4 

above. This way has to be paved; the use of the Internet is still growing, and the established 

and emerging social media will undoubtedly be one of the main channels of electronic

communication in the near future [38]. 

Our second recommendation concerns the technology platform and social media

themselves. Two of the problematic issues that we have pointed out in this paper – 

accessibility and usability, and commercial content – can be solved on alternative

technology platforms. One such possibility is the Elgg platform [39]. Elgg is a “social

networking engine” which delivers building blocks that enable organisations to create their

own social networks and applications. Such an approach will make it possible to work 

around the issue of commercialisation and enable-advertisement-free social media. It will 

also be feasible to implement accessibility methods that assist users with disabilities. 

Similar platforms exist on a smaller scale, such as Origo in Norway [40]. Also this platform

enables commercial-free social media to be created with a number of standard social media
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functionalities. In other words, it is actually not necessary to use Facebook or Twitter, as

alternative platforms may offer features that are important for public bodies for accessibility 

and credibility reasons.
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