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ABSTRACT 

 

Exploring Social Media (Facebook and Twitter) as a Public Participation Tool for Design 

and Planning 

Vanessa R. Aykroyd, MLA Candidate   Advisor: Nathan Perkins  
University of Guelph, 2012     Committee Member: Steve Barnhart  
 
 
Public participation in the design and planning process aims to engage citizens in the local 

decision-making process. Although participation provides a multitude of benefits, significant 

physical, temporal and attitudinal barriers have limited its potential. Social media technologies 

have the potential to address these traditional barriers to participation.  Little research has 

addressed the opportunities, challenges, and effectiveness of these technologies in traditional 

planning and design frameworks. 

The goal of this research was to explore and evaluate the role of social media as a participatory 

tool in the planning and design process using a multiple case study method. Interviews were 

conducted with representatives from municipalities and consulting firms to develop case 

histories for evaluation. Results suggest ways in which social media can be an effective 

participatory tool, and that the incorporation of social media into municipal and institutional 

settings, while creating uncertainty, can create opportunity for more authentic participation 

within governance. 
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 

 

Public participation in the democratic process, especially in planning and design, has had but a 

brief history (in relative terms).  We can look back to the ‘town hall’ style meetings in early 

America for our foundations in public participation.  While ‘town hall’ meetings still occur, the 

mediums which we use to connect with other people in our communities are also changing.  The 

rise of the internet over the past twenty years, and subsequent rise of social media (including 

social networking sites) over the past five years, has begun to transform the ways which we 

communicate and connect with each other on a local and global scale. 

It is widely recognized that public participation in the planning process is a desirable goal.  

Classic public participation theorist Sherry Arnstein exclaims: “The idea of citizen participation 

is a little like eating spinach: no one is against it in principle because it is good for you” 

(Arnstein, 1969, p. 216). Even as governments and municipalities are increasing efforts to 

include the public in the planning and decision-making process, actual participation levels are 

experiencing marked decline.  “Where is everybody?” is a common exclamation made by 

planners and designers who have put time and energy into facilitating public participation efforts 

through public meetings and workshops, and who aren’t receiving the amount of participation or 

feedback they would expect to see.  Many barriers exist today that prevent people from 

participating in the decision making process, and people are no longer willing, or perhaps able, to 

take hours out of their days to attend traditional public participation events (King, Feltey, & 

Susel, 1998). 

Social media technologies couldn’t come at a better time for planning and design.  Great 

potential exists to use social media to connect us with each other, and to remove some of the 
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barriers that may prevent us from participating in the decision-making process in our 

communities.  There is, however, uncertainty about the use of social media as a tool in the public 

participation process that have prevented its widespread adoption by governments and 

municipalities so far.  The fact that social media technologies are so new and evolving at a fast 

pace can intimidate planners and designers who have not yet had a chance to research the 

possibilities that social media offer.  

 

Goals and Objectives 

Goal:   

The goal of this research is to explore and evaluate the use of social media as a public 

participation tool in the design and planning process at the municipal scale. 

 

Objectives: 

The objectives of this research are: 

1. To determine how selected municipalities are currently using social media by reviewing 

two case study examples.   

2. To determine the barriers and problems of using social media for public participation by 

gathering data through interviews with key informants. 

3. To determine the benefits that can be gained from using social media for public 

participation by gathering data through interviews with key informants and reviewing 

published literature.  

4. To determine the best practices for the use of social media for public participation by 

gathering data through interviews with key informants and reviewing published literature. 

5. To develop recommendations for the use of social media in the participatory planning and 

design process through synthesis of the accumulated data.  
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Organization of Thesis 

This thesis is organized into six chapters. The literature review found in Chapter Two presents 

the literature relevant to public participation and social media.  It starts by reviewing the impetus 

for public participation, classic and modern public participation approaches, barriers to 

participation, determining factors for an authentic public participation process, and an overview 

of conventional methods of public participation.  It also defines ‘social media’, describes the two 

most popular social networking sites, Facebook and Twitter, discusses who users of social media 

are, as well as the dominance of Facebook in social media.  Finally it discusses mobile 

technologies, the implications of social media on communications and engagement, and explores 

ways of developing social media tools for engagement.  

The methods presented in Chapter Three describe the process used to determine the need for 

research in this area, the research goals and objectives, how literature was selected for review, as 

well as how key informants and case studies were selected.  It also describes the semi-structured 

interview process and questions, and the criteria observed in case studies.  Finally it describes the 

method of data analysis and how the set of recommendations were developed. 

The results are presented in Chapter Four, and list the barriers, benefits and best practices 

discovered through the interviews with key informants.  Observations from the case studies are 

discussed and analyzed to determine how municipalities are currently using social media as a 

public participation tool, and where this use of social media is located on the IAP2’s Spectrum of 

Public Participation. 

Chapter Five concludes the thesis and discusses an evaluation of the research process, limitations 

of social media, the research including the scope, availability of information, key informants, 
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case studies, and personal limitations. Suggestions for future research are presented, and the 

implications for municipal landscape architects, planners, and their consultants are summarized. 
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CHAPTER 2 – LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Overview 

This chapter presents the literature that is relevant to public participation and social media. It 

starts by reviewing the impetus for public participation, classic and modern public participation 

approaches, barriers to participation, determining factors for an authentic public participation 

process, and an overview of conventional methods of public participation.  It also defines ‘social 

media’, examines the two most popular social networking sites, Facebook and Twitter, discusses 

who users of social media are, as well as the dominance of Facebook in social media.  Finally it 

discusses mobile technologies, the implications of social media on communications and 

engagement, and explores ways of developing social media tools for engagement. 

 

The Public Participation Process 

Why Public Participation? 

The idea of public participation is the foundation of a participatory democracy.  “Democratic 

legitimacy really depends, above all else, on the character and quality of public decision-

making” (Patten, 2001, p. 222). Genuine efforts towards public participation are relatively new 

to planning and design.  It has been within the past forty years that the idea has taken strong hold 

in government.  In Ontario, the use of public participation in planning has been mandated in the 

Planning Act RSO 1990 to some degree (Province of Ontario, 1990).  The Canadian Institute of 

Planners also recognizes the importance of meaningful public participation in planning activities 

in its Statement of Values (Canadian Institute of Planners, 2004).  Public participation in a 

democratic society helps to hold government accountable to the people it serves and ensures the 
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people have a voice in matters that affect them.  However, best practices in developing effective 

public participation strategies remain a contentious issue. 

 

The Classic Approach to Public Participation – Arnstein’s Ladder 

Sherry Arnstein’s 1969 article titled “A Ladder of Citizen Participation” set the theoretical 

foundation for planners to approach new methods of public engagement.  It was written during 

the social upheaval and political climate of the 1960’s, and paved the way for greater civic 

engagement in decision-making.   

Arnstein (1969) describes distinct 

patterns to the way that we engage the 

public and likens them to the rungs of a 

ladder (See Figure 1).  At the bottom 

rungs there is Non-Participation, which 

includes ideas of manipulation and 

therapy.  The middle rungs describe 

degrees of Tokenism, which include 

informing, consultation, and placation.  

The highest rungs of the ladder describe 

the most democratic and involved levels 

of Citizen Power, which include partnership, delegated power, and citizen control.  The higher 

up the rungs of the ladder, the more the citizen controls the process.  Arnstein argues that true 

citizen power results in social change, making high degrees of participation a revolutionary act.  

“There is a critical difference between going through the empty ritual of participation and having 

Figure 1 – Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen participation 
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the real power needed to affect the outcomes of the process” (Arnstein, 1969, p. 216).  Arnstein 

also notes that it is important to recognize that these rungs are a simplification of real world 

people and programs.  A public participation process may encompass many of these rungs, or 

may even misrepresent itself as one, but is truly another.  Motivations of the involved public and 

civic officials, whether they be unadulterated or manipulative, must be understood to define the 

process (Arnstein, 1969). 

 

The Modern Approach to Public Participation Strategies  

Planning strategies today tend to focus less on the power differences between the rungs on 

Arnstein’s Ladder, and instead categorizes methods based on participatory goals (See Figure 2).  

Each strategy, whether to inform, involve, or empower, has a role in the design of a specific 

participation process.  Perkins and Barnhart (2005) recognized that there exists a push-pull 

equilibrium of information sharing between the decision makers and the public at each level of 

the public participation process. Pushing information to the public and pulling information from 

them can happen in many different ways, depending on the goal of the project.  Some public 

participation processes may have more than one goal, and consequently employ more than one 

technique for engaging the public.  Public participation along this spectrum: “promotes 

sustainable decisions by providing participants with the information they need to be involved in a 

meaningful way, and it communicates to participants how their input affects the decision” (IAP2, 

2012, para. 1).   
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Figure 2 – IAP2 Spectrum of Citizen Participation 
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Barriers to Participation 

While people may have positive thoughts about towards engaging in their communities, attitudes 

and apathy sometime outweigh action (Clary & Snyder, 2002).  There may be physical or 

temporal barriers to participation.  The constraints of day to day contemporary life such as 

transportation, lack of time, economic disadvantages, and even child care, can get in the way 

(King, Feltey, & Susel, 1998). 

Many people may not participate due to a lack of confidence in their knowledge of the subject, or 

in their communicative ability.  They remain inactive because they feel that the outcome will 

affect them in a way that would ‘cost less’ than having to gain the knowledge and competencies 

in order to participate (Downs, 1957).  This results in participation by people for whom it is 

convenient (may not provide input), and people who feel that the outcome carries a heavy cost 

for them (the advocates and protestors).    

The design and methods used in the public participation process can also be barriers themselves.  

For example, low attendance at public meetings has been attributed to apathy or support of the 

status quo, and while this may be true in some cases, the way in which public participation is 

conducted may be the bigger problem.  The perception of public meetings as ineffectual and a 

procedural necessity leads to distrust of this method of participation (King, Feltey, & Susel, 

1998).  Potential participants may feel that information is managed and controlled, is too often 

one way instead of conversational, and by the time they hear about an issue, it’s too late in the 

process to make changes or voice concern.  As a result, administrators are viewed as adversaries.  

In addition, location and times of meetings, and the ways in which they are advertised affect the 

accessibility of these meetings (King, Feltey, & Susel, 1998).  In addition, there can be a 
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‘burnout’ factor for those who have been encouraged to participate, where short term benefits do 

not translate into long term commitments (Clary & Snyder, 2002). 

 

What defines an effective participation process? 

In an effort to counter mistrust and cynicism, both the process and outcome must be considered. 

An effective participation process is one that is considered ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ and is integral to 

the planning process, not a supplement.   As cited in King, Feltey, & Susel (1998, p. 321) 

Habermas (1975) notes that “getting democracy seems to lie at the core of why authentic 

participation is important. Engendering a discourse where all participants have an equal footing 

and where one group is not priviledged over the other is at the heart of authentic participation.”    

They go on to include that authentic participation is considered “continuous involvement in 

administrative processes with the potential for all involved to have an effect on the situation” 

(King, Feltey, & Susel, 1998, p. 320).   

Several key elements define what makes an authentic participation process.  Citizens and 

administrators in King, Feltey, & Susel’s research (1998) identified those elements as focus, 

committment, trust, and open and honest communications.  Tuler & Webler (1999) echo and add 

to these key principles.  Access to the process is important:  if people felt that they had equal 

opportunity to participate in matters that affected them, they generally felt that the process was 

fair, resulting in less disagreement with the outcomes. Access to information is important.  From 

experiential information from regular folks, to technical information from experts, people want 

to know.  There was also a desire to know what the government learned from the public, and 

what they were doing with that information.  The assertion is that the process has to be open and 

transparent to maintain trust and a sense of fairness.  This leads into the power to influence 
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process and outcomes.  Amongst participants and stakeholders, people felt it was important to 

balance influence so that “prejudice, preferential treatment, or imbalance in resources necessary 

to participate effectively was eliminated” (Tuler & Webler, 1999, p. 443).  This is enabled 

through structural characteristics that promote interactions, and strive towards consensus 

decision-making.  The public participation process should be designed with these principles in 

mind in order to achieve effective outcomes and legitimacy in those decisions.  When the 

community is involved early on in the process, the potential for backlash and problems that can 

slow or derail a project entirely can be remedied early, and perhaps even avoided all together:  

“A policy which has involved a wider range of parties is assumed to operate with a greater level 

of consent and this is, by definition, more desirable” (Rydin & Pennington, 2000, p. 155).   

 

Methods of Public Participation 

The Town Hall/Public Hearing 

There are multiple ‘traditional’ methods that can be used to design a public participation process.  

The oldest and perhaps most widely used form of public participation is the public meeting.  We 

can trace this style of public participation to the Puritan New England colonies in the 17
th

 

century.  Traditionally, the town meeting provided an opportunity for residents of a town to 

gather and vote on legislative and operational considerations once per year.  Henry David 

Thoreau wrote in his essay ‘Slavery in Massachusetts’: “When, in some obscure country town, 

the farmers come together to a special town meeting, to express their opinion on some subject 

which is vexing the land, that, I think, is the true Congress, and the most respectable one that is 

ever assembled in the United States” (Thoreau, 1854). Today a public meeting has become 

widely defined as a meeting where people can gather to ask questions or give opinions on 
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various matters pertaining to governance.  Providing an open forum where any citizen can 

engage with their governing structure can help citizens reach their political goals and enhance the 

legitimacy of the planning process (Adams, 2004).  It is also argued that public meetings today 

have become antiquated and ineffective in achieving genuine participation.  For example, the 

Ontario Planning Act requires only one meeting prior to a change in the Official Plan, and places 

the onus on the individual planning body to determine whether more public interaction is needed 

or desired (Province of Ontario, 1990).  The end result of such meetings provides few ideas on 

what the majority of stakeholders want or how they feel about the process or project.  This is a 

major problem when trying to create planning or designs with longevity in the community.   

 

Focus Groups and Surveys 

Traditionally used by product marketers, focus groups allow the gathering of qualitative data 

about a topic (Morgan, 1996).  A small number of people are chosen to participate in an 

interactive, group conversation about a particular topic.  Sessions are normally short and are 

designed to encourage the flow of ideas from the participants.  Hollander notes two criticisms of 

the focus group method:  problematic silences, where people may not be willing to disclose ideas 

or experiences based on perceived reactions from the group, and problematic speech, where 

people may ‘jump on the bandwagon’ and be affected by social influences such as conformity 

and social desirability (Hollander, 2004). 

Surveys are undertaken when the researcher is trying to reach a larger number of people, on a 

variety of topics.  They can be completed in a variety of ways, such as over the phone, online, or 

in person.  This method of participation allows researchers to quantify and code results based on 
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similar responses (Zeisel, 1984).  Surveys tend to be much broader in scope than focus groups, 

which tend to have an in-depth approach to the issue(s) being discussed (Morgan, 1996). 

 

Visioning, Collaboration, and Consensus Building 

Similarities exist between visioning, collaboration and consensus building participation methods. 

They bring together much larger groups of people than focus groups do, and are focussed on 

interactive discussions.  “Each of these methods anticipates that participants will come from 

different positions and with different expectations and work together toward a common solution 

or goal” (Shipley & Utz, 2012, p. 8). 

 

Social Media 

With the rise of social media networking sites since 2004, the public participation process may 

be completely re-imagined.  “Today, technology allows for an entirely new generation of forms 

and practices of public participation that promise to elevate the public discourse in an 

unprecedented manner while providing an interactive, networked environment for decision-

making” (Evans-Cowley & Hollander, 2010, p. 397).  While recognizing the potential of social 

media as a tool for public participation, Evans-Cowley and Hollander conclude that the current 

use of social media tools and technologies has not yet brought expected results.  This may be 

attributed to the constantly changing landscape of social media technologies, as well as a lack of 

working knowledge of the technology and how it can be applied in the public participation 

process by planners. 
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Social Media 

What is social media? 

Social media is a relatively new term.  The Merriam-Webster dictionary states that first known 

use of the term “social media” was in 2004.  It defines social media as “forms of electronic 

communication (as Web sites for social networking and microblogging) through which users 

create online communities to share information, ideas, personal messages, and other content (as 

videos)” (Merriam-Webster, 2012, para.1).  Kaplan & Haenlein (2010) offer a more technical 

definition: “Social Media is a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological 

and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User 

Generated Content” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61).  Social media differs from traditional 

broadcast and communication media in that it allows many senders to communicate with many 

recipients. (see Table 1). 

 

 

Table 1 – Media Typologies (Ferguson, 2010) 
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What is Facebook? 

Founded on February 4, 2004, Facebook is a social networking website.  Facebook’s mission is 

to: “give people the power to share and make the world more open and connected” (Facebook, 

2012, para. 1).  Facebook is a social networking website where users can register a profile.  The 

profile page is where the user lists personal information such as email addresses, telephone 

numbers, or websites.  They can also list relationship status, musical preferences, gender, 

religious or political affiliations, favourite quotes, as well as activities and interests, etc (See 

Figure 3).  Users create contact lists by ‘friending’ other users (an email-like request to be 

connected).  Once the other person accepts the ‘friend’ invitation, both users are able to see each 

other’s profiles, and other information based on the user’s privacy settings. Users can create lists 

of their friends and post content to specific lists, all their friends, the public, or just themselves. 

Facebook allows users to customize their privacy settings, allowing the public, all friends, certain 

friends or just themselves to view content they have posted on their site. 

 
Figure 3 – The Facebook Profile page 
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Facebook also provides a ‘wall’ (see Figure 4), which is a bulletin board-type feature where 

users can post photos, videos, or ‘status updates’ (personal comments), or share links to other 

websites.  The user’s friends may also be able to post messages/links/videos/photos to the user 

on their wall (visible to others) or send direct messages (visible only to the user).  Users can also 

exchange private instant messages through a ‘chat’ feature.     

 

Another unique feature of Facebook is the ‘news feed’ (See Figure 5).  The ‘news feed’ acts like 

a bulletin board, where the user’s friend’s activity (photos, videos, comments and status updates) 

are amalgamated and presented in one space.  As the user’s friends update statuses, post pictures 

and links, the news feed is updated real time.  Users are able to browse through the news feed 

chronologically, or by ‘top stories’ (based on relationship with the friend, number of comments 

the post received, etc). 

Figure 4 – The Facebook Wall 
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Facebook also includes an application for Photo Albums.  This allows users to post pictures, 

visible only to whom they choose.  It also allows users to ‘tag’ other users in photos, videos, 

comments and status updates (See Figure 6).  This feature identifies the user or the user’s friends, 

and links to that friend’s profile page/wall.  This ‘tagging’ feature can be controlled through the 

privacy settings as well. 

 

Figure 5 – The Facebook News Feed 

Figure 6 – Tagging a Photo in Facebook 



18 
 

Facebook also has several other uses and functions, such as one that allow users to create events 

and invite friends.  These events can be invite only (or closed), or can be open to everyone on 

Facebook. (See Figure 7) 

 

Other functions include Facebook ‘Pages’. Pages are used by organizations, businesses, 

institutions, and celebrities to represent themselves on Facebook (See Figure 8).  These pages act 

much like a personal profile, featuring a wall and profile pages, however they do not require 

‘friends’.  A person would ‘like’ the page by clicking on the ‘like’ button at the top of the page, 

and would then be able to receive updates from the page in their newsfeed.  Pages are public, and 

anyone who visits a page can view the content that the page administrator has allowed to be 

public.  Pages can create events, post statuses, comments, photos, videos, links, etc. 

Figure 7 – The Facebook Event page 
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What is Twitter? 

Founded on March 21, 2006, Twitter is a micro-blogging service that allows users to publish 

short bursts of information called tweets (Picard, 2011).  Twitter allows users to connect to 

(follow) stories, people, news, and opinions that they find interesting (Twitter, 2012).  Tweets 

are limited to 140 characters, as it was designed to be used via mobile phones, and this was the 

text message character limit. Twitter also allows users to post pictures directly through the 

application (Picard, 2011). Twitter uses a chronological feed with most recent posts at the top of 

the feed (See Figure 9).  “Hashtags” are used to mark keywords or topics that users can follow, 

Figure 8 – The Facebook Page 
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and are prefixed with a number sign (#), for example #LandArch for topics pertaining to 

Landscape Architecture.  Any comment made on Twitter that contains a hashtag will be 

amalgamated into one thread that users can view through a search for that topic or tag. Clicking 

on a hashtag will allow a user to view all other messages containing that hashtag (Twitter, 2012). 

 

The Dominance of Facebook 

According to Nielsen (2012), social media has grown rapidly, with nearly 80% of internet users 

visiting social media sites.  Social media represents a full 25% of American’s time spent online, 

and the majority of that time is spent on Facebook.  In fact, Nielsen data suggests that in the 

month of May, 2011, Americans spent over 53 billion minutes on Facebook.  To put it in 

perspective, that’s 833.3 million hours, or 36.8 million days, or just over 100,800 years.  With 

over 140 million unique visitors, that means each user spent an average of 6.3 hours on Facebook 

in the month of May 2011  (Nielsen, 2012).  In contrast, Twitter users spent a total of 565 million 

minutes on the site, merely 1% of the time users spent on Facebook.  With 23.6 million unique 

visitors, that means each user spent an average of 24 minutes on Twitter in the month of May. 

Figure 9 – The Twitter Feed 
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Mobile technologies 

Ninety percent of Americans own a mobile phone, with 

one-third of these being a Smartphone; that is, a hand-

held computer capable of multiple functions in addition 

to placing calls  (Kaplan, 2012).  Smartphones havemade 

it even easier for people to connect and share content like 

pictures and video (see Figures 10 and 11).  Thirty-seven 

percent of social media users access the sites from a 

mobile phone application, and that number is growing – 

up 30% from last year (Nielsen, 2012).  Social media 

apps are the 3
rd

 most downloaded application (app) for 

smartphones like iPhone, Android, and Blackberry. Sixty 

percent of smartphone owners downloaded social media 

apps, and Facebook was the number one downloaded app 

for smartphones  (Nielsen, 2012). 

Mobile apps for social media programs like Facebook 

and Twitter also allow seamless integration of picture 

and video uploading. Users can take a picture with the 

device’s camera or camera app, and upload directly to 

Facebook, Twitter, Flikr, etc.  The ability to tag people 

and places in these photos when they are uploaded varies by social media platform. Also, the 

ability to upload various content, such as videos, varies by social media platform. For example, 

Facebook allows the direct uploading of videos, but Twitter does not.  The more mobile our lives 

Figure 10 – Mobile Facebook App 

Figure 11 – Mobile Twitter App 



22 
 

become, the easier it is for us to stay connected with the people and places that we can’t take 

with us. 

 

Who Uses Social Media? 

Social media isn’t just for North Americans.  Social media are the world’s number one online 

destination.  Users in North America, South America, Europe, Asia, and Australia spend the 

majority of their online time visiting social networking sites and blogs (Nielsen, 2012).  People 

among the ages of 18-34 are the largest user group of social media, however people 35-49 are 

also avid visitors.  People 50 years of age and older are also the largest growing demographic of 

social media use, especially when it comes to using social media on mobile devices  (Nielsen, 

2012).  Women also make up the largest group of social media users, however, men spend more 

time watching videos and on sites like Wikipedia than women do. 

While there are millions of people who use social media regularly, very few of them actually 

have high levels of participation.  This can be explained by 

the ‘Power Law of Participation’ concept (Mayfield, 2006) 

(See Figure 12), or the ’90-9-1 Principle’ (Neilsen, 2006).  

This principle states that 90% of users are ‘lurkers’, 

meaning that they may read, tag things, etc, but do not 

contribute.  9% of users participate a little, while 1% of 

users are responsible for the majority of the content. 

 

Nielsen (2006) suggests that the ways to get more people to actively participate is to make it easy 

to contribute, make participation a side effect, and reward those who participate with recognition.  

Figure 12 – The Power Law of 

Participation (Mayfield 2006) 
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While these principles may hold some truth, it is important to note that as social medias like 

Facebook become more ingrained in the ways we communicate, these ratios may change as 

people become more at ease with online contribution.  Facebook was in it’s infancy when 

Neilsen wrote on the topic, and his writing refers mostly to blogs and wikis. 

 

Implications of Social Media – The Communications Shift 

No one could have foreseen the impact that Web 2.0 and especially social media has made on 

our culture in the past seven years.  Who could have known that Mark Zuckerberg, an Ivy-

League hacker (and drop-out) who created “the Facebook” as a way for college co-eds to keep in 

touch after graduation, would change the way that we relate and communicate with each other?  

The exponential growth of social media, and more specifically, social networking sites like 

Facebook, truly shows that we are inherently social creatures, and are living in a time of great 

communications and cultural change:  “...[R]adical changes taking place in communications are 

guiding significant cultural and social developments.  The new technologies are not only 

changing the way we communicate, but communication itself, so much so that it could be said 

that we are living through a period of vast cultural transformation” (His Holiness Pope Benedict 

XVI, 2011, para. 1).   

Prior to Web 2.0 and social media, our opportunities for communicating with each other were 

limited to face to face (one to one, many to many, only in close physical proximity), over the 

telephone (one to one), via email (one to one, or one to many), and through traditional 

broadcasting tools, like radio and television (one to many).  Nowhere was there the opportunity 

to interact with others (many to many) without being in close physical proximity to each other.  

Social media allows this to happen.  It allows people to self-publish – on blogs, in status updates 
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or tweets, we can contribute to a wiki article on something of interest to us – we no longer need 

corporate publishers to disseminate and share information. “People now have access to myriad 

tools that let them share writing, images, video – any form of expressive content, in fact – and 

use that sharing as an anchor for community and cooperation” (Shirky, 2008, p. 103).  People 

have always been drawn to consume, produce, and share media, and social media tools now 

allow us to do all three, without the middle-man, without filters.  Whereas once the large 

majority of people were only consumers of media (television, radio, newspapers), we now have 

the tools available to us (computers, social networks) to produce, share and consume media.  The 

title ‘consumer’ has become less of an identity than it has a temporary behaviour (Shirky, 2008).  

The proliferation of social media in our culture is profound.  As referenced above, social media 

sites are the world’s number one online destination.  As of the end of 2011, Facebook had more 

than 845 million active monthly users, 80% of which are outside of North America.  More than 

425 million users accessed Facebook from a mobile device in December 2011.  Facebook is 

available for use in more than 70 different languages  (Facebook, 2012).  The numbers are 

staggering and lead us to conclude that social media is becoming ubiquitous, especially for our 

younger generations:  “It’s when a technology becomes normal, then ubiquitous, and finally so 

pervasive as to be invisible, that the really profound changes happen, and for young people 

today, our new social tools have passed normal and are heading to ubiquitous, and invisible is 

coming” (Shirky, 2008, p. 105). 

Ubiquitous is right.  On October 8, 2011, the Dalai Lama and Arch Bishop Desmond Tutu held a 

Google+ hangout to celebrate the Arch Bishop’s birthday (Dalai Lama, 2011).  United States 

President Barack Obama, held a “Facebook Live” town hall meeting on April 20, 2011  (Obama, 

2011).  More recently, after the collapse of its banks and subsequently the government, Iceland is 
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currently drafting its new constitution using social media as a key method in the process. Draft 

clauses are posted to a website, which can then be commented on, or discussed on the 

Constitutional Council’s Facebook page. They are also using Twitter, YouTube and Flickr. The 

draft bill may be put to referendum without any changes imposed by parliament  (Flock, 2011). 

With spiritual and political leaders reaching out to audiences using social media, the use of social 

media is quickly becoming ingrained in our culture of communication. 

 

Developing Social Media for Public Participation 

Why are we doing this? 

Research and technology firm Forrester, Inc. provides insight into marketing using social media.    

To be effective, they suggest identifying the target audience first, defining the objectives (what is 

it you want to accomplish?), and creating a strategy (what will be different when the project is 

done?) (Bernoff, 2007).    The key takeaway is that engaging successfully in social media relies 

on having a clearly defined strategy before you start trying to engage online.   

 

What are we expecting from participants? 

Clearly outlining the process of engagement is integral to success as well.  “...[H]ow can 

participants be involved in each stage and how can we encourage them to stay involved along the 

whole process?” (Bittle, Haller, & Kadlec, 2009, Appendix: Practical Suggestions For Online 

Engagement, para. 6).  Participants must know what they are expected to contribute at various 

stages in the process.        
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Who is going to manage this? 

“Before implementing a new engagement plan, addressing the maintenance of the campaign is 

critical. Leveraging the power of social media for a project requires a lot of detailed, time-

consuming work” (Haller & Höffken, 2010).  Once the strategy for engagement is in place, 

municipalities should evaluate their available staff resources and technical abilities.  A consultant 

can help identify a solid strategy and implementation plan to ensure success (Bittle, Haller, & 

Kadlec, 2009). Support within the organization (the mayor’s office, IT staff, public information 

officers) is crucial if kept in-house (Kingsley, 2010). 

 

How do we get people to use it? 

“The most fundamental measure of your effectiveness is the size of your audience” (Kingsley, 

2010, p. 9).  The days of ‘build it and they will come’ are over.  Advertising is key.  Traditional 

media comes into play and works hand in hand with social media.  Local media like newspapers 

and radio still reach a broad audience. “Reporters are usually the second group to follow local 

governments’ channels, immediately after public employees” (Kingsley, 2010, p. 16).  Links 

from a City’s official website should also be used.  Keep links at the top of the home page, not 

buried deep within the thousands of pages the website may contain.  If a municipality already has 

social media for the corporation at large, like Twitter or Facebook, post links there  (Kingsley, 

2010).  Cross promote on other social media channels – identify who the influencers and 

advocates are in your community, and ask them to spread the word:  “[I]nfluencers are those 

with a "big microphone" such as celebrities, media, bloggers, elected officials or social 

commentators. Advocates, on the other hand, are consumers or customers with a large network 

who are passionate about your organization” (Comblu, 2012, para. 1).  Existing channels of 

communication should also be leveraged, such as newsletters or email listservs. Print ads (on 
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buses, bus stops, billboards, etc) can be especially effective if combined with Quick Response 

Codes (two dimensional bar codes) that Smartphone users can scan and link to the site easily  

(Korhan, 2011). 

 

What do we say?  

The main thing to keep in mind is that social media is social.  Facebook’s own Guide for 

Governments has a variety of helpful hints to assist in building a successful social media 

presence. Across all social media, the main goal is to keep communication authentic, personal, 

and conversational  (Facebook, 2012).  Ask questions to get people involved.  Post rich content, 

such as videos, photos, and links to other sites.  Posts don’t have to stand alone, and those that 

don’t achieve greater velocity (Kingsley, 2010).  Creating fun, engaging conversations with clear 

calls-to-action encourages people to like and 

share your posts (Facebook, 2012)  (See 

Figure 13).  Most importantly, keep it 

conversational – and respond to people when 

they have concerns or questions.  This builds 

legitimacy and trust between the page and 

the community and ensures a dialogue. 

 

When do we say it? 

When engaging with people using social media, it is important to keep the conversation going.  

Whether it be questions, notices, or content, post too much, and people will filter a site out of 

their feeds – they will stop listening  (Armano, 2009).  Post too little, and people won’t notice the 

Figure 13 – Keep it fun! (Source: City of St. 

Catharines Facebook Wall) 
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activity.  The key is to post regularly, and research shows that posting two to three times a day 

seems to be just right  (Kingsley, 2010).  With the chronological listing of posts on most social 

media (most recent posts first), the messages being sent can easily be buried by others.  Timing 

social media posts is important.  On Facebook, most people share information and content at 

noon, and shortly after 7pm EST: lunch hours, and after dinner. On Twitter, the highest 

percentage of retweets (shares) occur at 5pm (Zarella, 2011).  This research also shows that the 

weekends are also prime time for Facebook and Twitter.  This may not be feasible for 

organizations working on a Monday to Friday schedule, however daily timing can be achieved 

for maximum impact. 

 

How do we measure our impact? 

How many fans or followers a site has is a good indication of whether a site is popular  

(Kingsley, 2010).  This is not the only way to measure the impact of a social media site.  Twitter 

and Facebook provide analysis tools that allow page administrators to monitor key metrics.  For 

example, ‘Facebook Insights’ shows data such as how many people liked content on a site, or 

how many people commented on posts.  This type of information allows site administrators to 

fine tune content to achieve greater engagement  (Facebook, 2011).  Facebook Insights also 

allows site administrators to view demographics of people who engage with their page such as 

location, age, gender, and language  (Facebook, 2011).   

Twitter doesn’t have the same built-in analytical tools that Facebook does, but there are a 

number of ‘clients’, or programs, that provide access to the same types of data that Facebook 

insights provide.  An application such as HootSuite allows a Twitter user to schedule posts when 
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they are away from their computers.  It also allows a user to track Hashtags, save searches, and 

track statistics of retweets, new followers, etc.  (HootSuite, 2012). 

 

 

Summary 

Social media is a relatively new phenomenon, and it is changing rapidly.  The sheer volume of 

information about social media can be overwhelming, and it takes time and energy to collect and 

analyse the volumes of information.  With successful examples few and far between, it is 

understandable why municipalities that tend to operate on evidenced-based practice, have been 

excited, yet at the same time reluctant to engage with their communities using social media.  Kim 

Walesh, Chief Strategist for the City Manager’s Office in San Jose, CA puts it quite succinctly: 

It’s about more people and more diverse people by age, by ethnicity, being involved 

in helping to shape policy and local decision-making here. That is what every 

government entity, local, regional, state, federal, needs. And the whole underlying 

philosophy of social media is that there is intelligence in the crowd; and there is 

creativity in the crowd; and no ideas or policies come out of anybody’s brain fully 

hatched, right? ...Good ideas can come from anywhere in a community. They don’t 

just come from the top or from people in formal authority. So if the public sector can 

figure this out, it will have better policies and decisions and it will have a more 

trusting and transparent relationship with the public (in Kingsley, 2010, p. 25). 

 

Ultimately, this research aims to shed light on using social media as a tool for public 

participation, and how social media can bring municipalities a host of benefits while developing 

better relationships with their communities. 
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CHAPTER 3 - METHODS 

 

Overview 

This chapter will present the methods used in this research.  It discusses how the need for 

research in this area was determined, how the specific methods chosen for collecting data were 

undertaken, and how the data collected was analyzed and presented.  Figure 14 presents a 

diagram of the research process. 

 

Determining the Need for Research 

This research began with a personal observation of landscape architects in the Parks Planning 

and Design office at the City of London.  City staff were using a Facebook page to generate 

public participation and design feedback about skateboard parks currently being built in the city.  

This was the motivation to begin research on how social media could be used to achieve 

participatory goals in planning and design.  After an initial review of available literature on the 

topic, it became clear that the theory and methods used in participatory processes were well 

established.  However, social media is a relatively new concept, and there are very few examples 

in the literature of using social media for participatory planning and design.  There are 

researchers and professionals who are starting to assess the risks and benefits of using social 

media in this capacity and a growing number of governments (of all scales) who are beginning to 

use social media for external communications, but there remains a need for research on the best 

practices for incorporating social media into a participatory planning and design process. 
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Figure 14.  Flow chart depicting the research process. 



32 
 

Research Goal and Objectives 

As outlined in the introduction, a goal and objectives were created to guide this research. The 

goal of this research was to explore and evaluate the use of social media as a public participation 

tool in the design and planning process at the municipal scale.  To accomplish this goal, the 

following objectives were developed:   

1. To determine how selected municipalities are currently using social media by reviewing 

two case study examples.   

2. To determine the barriers and problems of using social media for public participation by 

gathering data through interviews with key informants. 

3. To determine the benefits that can be gained from using social media for public 

participation by gathering data through interviews with key informants and reviewing 

published literature.  

4. To determine the best practices for the use of social media for public participation by 

gathering data through interviews with key informants and reviewing published literature. 

5. To develop recommendations for the use of social media in the participatory planning 

and design process through synthesis of the accumulated data.   

 

Data Collection 

Three types of data were collected in this research: a literature review, key informant interviews, 

and case studies.  Data was collected between October, 2011 and March, 2012.   

 

Literature Review 

A preliminary review of scholarly journals and books was conducted to determine what available 

literature had been published in print on the topic of participatory planning and design and social 

media.  While there was no shortage of literature on participatory planning, public participation 
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theory, and process, there was little information published on social media theory in general, and 

even less on social media use in planning and design.   

A formal literature review was then undertaken to focus broad ideas generated by the preliminary 

review, and assist in defining a specific research goal and objectives.  Broad keyword searches 

such as ‘social media’, ‘Facebook’, ‘Twitter’, ‘planning’, and ‘public participation’ provided 

useful but nonspecific results.  The most helpful keyword searches were Boolean in nature and 

included: ‘public participation’ and ‘social media’, ‘urban planning’ and ‘social media’, ‘social 

capital development’, ‘participatory design’, ‘municipal communications’, and ‘crowd-sourcing’.  

These keywords resulted in a specific set of literature that was used to introduce topics to be 

addressed in the research. 

 

Key Informant Interviews 

The principle method used to collect information on how social media was being used in 

municipal planning and design was semi-structured interviews with key informants.  This 

method was selected to accomplish four major objectives: first, to identify how social media was 

used in the past; second, to identify barriers and problems of using social media for public 

participation; third, to identify logistical challenges to using social media for public participation; 

and fourth, to determine potential perceived benefits of using social media for public 

participation.  These questions were asked in the context of each respondent’s experience with 

social media in a planning or municipal capacity. 
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Identifying Key Informants 

Key informants were identified in a number of ways. Laurie Quinlan, Jeff Bruin, and Lisa 

McNiven were identified through a previous professional relationship with the Parks Planning 

and Design Department, City of London, and via the City of London Skateboarding Facebook 

page.  Laurie Quinlan is a Recreation Programs Co-ordinator at the City of London and the 

current administrator of the City of London Skateboarding Facebook page.  Jeff Bruin and Lisa 

McNiven are Landscape Architects working in the Parks Planning and Design department, and 

who currently use the City of London Skateboarding Facebook page to gather feedback and input 

from the public while managing the development of several skate parks in London. 

David Motzenbecker was identified via an article he authored titled “The Public Process –

Replugged” published in Landscape Architecture Magazine in July 2011.  He is a Landscape 

Architect at BKV Group in Minneapolis, and is also the President of the Minneapolis City 

Planning Commission.  Mr. Motzenbecker has been involved with planning projects that have 

included social media components. 

An online search using keywords “social media, urban planning, Ontario” resulted in identifying 

Ian Malczewski and Andrea Winkler at Urban Strategies in Toronto via the ‘Social Media Week 

– Toronto 2011’ website news item describing a panel discussion they had participated in which 

focussed on social media and urban planning.    Ian Malczewski and Andrea Winkler are Urban 

Planning Consultants who have incorporated social media into two recent projects: ‘Saskatoon 

Speaks’ – City of Saskatoon Vision Policy Document, and the Ottawa Midcentretown 

Community Plan. 



35 
 

Tiffany Mayer was identified at the City of St. Catharines as the communications staff member 

responsible for the city’s social media outlets through the City of St. Catharines Facebook page. 

She was identified through the City of St. Catharines Facebook and Twitter pages. 

 

Contact with Key Informants 

Key informants were contacted via email using a tailored script (See Appendix A) and invited to 

participate in the research.  After the key informants responded to the request for an interview, 

they were sent an information letter and consent form (REB #11NV018) (See Appendix B). 

Consent forms were sent back via email from all of the key informants prior to the scheduled 

interview.  There were no questions or concerns from participants regarding the information 

letter or consent form.   

 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

Key informants were interviewed in person when possible, or over the phone.  Interviews were 

digitally recorded onto a hand held Dictaphone (Panasonic RR-US500) and later transcribed into 

a Microsoft Word 2010 document.  Semi-structured in-depth interviewing was chosen as the 

method of inquiry.  This qualitative research method involved using a set of prepared questions 

to guide the interview, but allowed flexibility for the respondent to direct the conversation. 

Open-ended questions were used to solicit responses that were descriptive in nature.  

The following is an example of the interview outlines for municipal and non-municipal key 

informants. 
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Interview Guideline for Municipal Key Informants:  

 

a. Describe your role in the municipality.  

b. Does your municipality currently use social media in an official capacity? If so, what social 

media sites are you using?  

c. What is social media’s role in the communication strategy of the municipality?  

d. Is your municipality currently using social media for planning and design outreach purposes? 

If not, has it been considered? Why or why not?  

e. If your municipality is currently using social media in a planning and design capacity, what are 

the realized and/or expected potential benefits? Pitfalls?  

f. What kind of information is generated by your use of social media, and how is it managed and 

utilized?  

g. Is there anyone else with key information regarding the use of social media in your 

municipality that I should speak with/interview?  

h. Do you know of any other local municipalities besides your own who are employing social 

media as a community engagement tool for planning and design purposes? 

 

 

Interview Guideline for Non-Municipal Key Informants:  

 

a. Describe your role in your organization.  

b. Describe the ways your organization plays a role in the planning and design process.  

c. Have you worked with clients/projects that have used social media? If yes, please explain how 

this impacted your work with that client/project.  

d. Has your organization used social media for planning and design purposes? If so, what are the 

realized and/or expected potential benefits? Pitfalls?  

e. What kind of information is generated by your use of social media, and how is it managed and 

utilized?  

f. Is there anyone else with key information regarding the use of social media in your 

organization that I should speak with/interview?  

g. Do you know of any other organizations besides your own that are employing social media as 

a community engagement tool for planning and design purposes?  

 

Interviews lasted between 45 minutes to an hour.  The resulting documents represent personal 

experiences, descriptions, and perspectives. 
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Case Studies 

Two case studies were conducted to provide context to the social media projects that several of 

the key informants had been involved with in the past or currently.  These two examples are 

specific in that they have been used for public participation in municipal planning and design.  

Attempts were made to review the ‘wiki’ pages created by the City of Minneapolis and David 

Motzenbecker and hosted on the Minnesota Chapter of the American Association of Landscape 

Architects, but the pages were no longer available online. 

The following two case studies were conducted: 

 The City of London Skateboarding Facebook Page (City of London)  - An ongoing 

community interest page administrated by the City of London, that engages with users 

regarding recreational activities and events, as well as park development and design.  The 

site has been online since March 6, 2009. This case study was chosen for municipality-

led  engagement of  park users in the design and development of new skateboard parks in 

the city.  Since the site is of an ongoing nature and used for multiple purposes, two 

projects (Medway and Byron Skate parks) which included public participation feedback 

from the Facebook page were reviewed. 

 Mid-Centretown Ottawa – Community Plan Blog (City of Ottawa) – A project specific 

blog set up for a community Plan Development by consulting firm Urban Strategies Inc.   

The site was active from May 21, 2009 to December 9, 2011.  This case study was 

chosen as a consultant-led engagement of the residents of a community in Ottawa to 

assist in creating a comprehensive neighbourhood growth plan.  
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The following items were reviewed on each site: 

1. Initial observations  

i. Site type, access, layout and format. 

2. Purpose of the site  

i. Introduction and online protocol/code of conduct as listed by the site 

administrator.  

3. Interaction observations 

i. Type of ‘posts’ found on the site – whether they were notices, feedback requests, 

questions, responses, photos, videos, etc.   

ii. Whether posts were of a conversational or broadcast style (Giving notice or 

asking questions, admin responses to comments were considered) 

iii. Number of respondents within one week of post. 

iv. Number of unique users who commented on posts. 

4. General observations 

 

Data Analysis 

Interview results were coded into three main categories: Barriers, Benefits, and Best Practices.  

This enabled themes to be highlighted and specific best practices to be identified.  Case Studies 

were evaluated as current practices and located within the Spectrum of Public Participation as 

outlined by the IAP2.  This assists in determining the goals and promises to the public that using 

social media can meet, and provide direction for its best use by municipal planners and 

designers.  Locating social media as a tool within the spectrum will assist in creating a set of 

working knowledge and best practices which can be offered to municipalities and consultants in 

the form of a set of recommendations. 
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Creating Recommendations 

Development of a set of recommendations must first identify a target audience.  It was 

determined that the primary audience for these recommendations were municipal employees, 

including planners, landscape architects, and corporate communications employees.  Planners 

and landscape architects in consultant offices could be a secondary target audience, due to the 

nature of their work with municipalities, and the changing requirements of the scope of work that 

include public participation process design.  A guide (see Appendix L) will provide clear goals 

and advice on ways to engage citizens in a participatory process using social media, in a way that 

people across the target organizations can understand and implement easily. 

 

Summary 

This chapter presented the methods used in this research.  It discussed how the need for research 

in this area was determined, how the specific methods chosen for collecting data were 

undertaken, and how the data collected was analyzed and presented.  The next section will 

discuss the results of these methods. 
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CHAPTER 4 - RESULTS 

 

Overview 

The results presented in this section contribute to a greater understanding of the use of social 

media in municipal planning and design.  Although municipalities are generally aware that social 

media can help make the public participation process more authentic, there are identified barriers 

to its use that prevent it from reaching the potential it could have as a public participation tool.  

Data from this research will be made available to municipalities through the developed 

recommendations and best practices for social media as a public participation tool. 

 

Interview Responses 

In total, seven interviews were conducted between January 10 and February 8, 2012, generating 

a variety of responses that provided insight and experiential knowledge for this research. To 

determine the barriers, benefits, and best practices for using social media as a public participation 

tool, a wide range of Key Informants were selected with the following backgrounds: 

 Landscape Architect, Parks Planner 

 Landscape Architect, Parks Project Co-ordinator 

 Landscape Architect, President of Minneapolis City Planning Commission 

 Municipal Communications Representative 

 Recreation and Community Programs Co-ordinator 

 Planner – Consultant (Project Manager)  

Key words and statements were summarized from interview responses and compiled into the 

table below (Table 1). The responses are categorized based on reference to barriers, benefits, and 
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best practices and are listed in order of frequency of similar responses from the respondents.  

These tables were instrumental in developing the “Municipal Guide to Social Media as a Tool 

for Public Participation”.  The responses are significant as they come from professionals who 

have experience using social media, and would also be likely to make use of the completed set of 

recommendations in the form of a guide. 

 

Barriers 

Table 2 lists the barriers to using social media as a public participation tool as determined by the 

key informants.  The barriers identified stem from a lack of knowledge and understanding about 

social media in general. 

 

BARRIERS 
Understanding Social Media 
 A generational divide is evident.  Within municipalities, tenured managers and decision 

makers may be reluctant to use social media because they do not understand what it is or 

how it works. ("What's wrong with the way we've always done it?") 

 Younger staff has the familiarity with social media, but are often not involved or asked for 

input in decision making processes. 

 Many municipalities are asking for social media to be included in participatory projects, 

but are unsure as to WHY they need it. ("Everyone else is doing it") 

 If not used correctly, can be a waste of time and resources. 

 Misconception that social media will replace face to face interactions. 

Perceptions of Effort and Time Required 
 Social media is just an added step in the process.  

 Who manages the page?  Corporate Communications?  Planners and Architects? Who has 

the time, or proper job description? 

 Reluctance to commit to managing a social media page - public meetings aren't every day 

events, but social media could be. 

 Uncertainty of expectations of administrator of the site - how much time to spend 

developing content and responding to questions? 

 A need for high levels of filtering makes extra work, bogs the process down, and creates a 

difficult experience for participants and administrators. 

Reluctance to Relinquish Control of Message / Layers of Filters 
 Uncertainty about how to moderate in an online arena, and deal with negative comments. 

Many think social media will mimic the anonymous newspaper comments online. 

 An unwillingness to relinquish control of the message - the unknown.  Carefully crafted 

Table 2 – Interview responses coded into theme: Barriers 
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and legally reviewed communications are sanitized, and social media does not respond to 

traditional, institutional communications style. 

 Layers of approvals for comments/communication bogs down the process. 

 An unwillingness to relinquish control of the decision-making process - Some may feel 

that their role in decision making is being usurped by the public. 

Traditional Municipal Communications Style 
 Traditional Institutional sounding broadcasts don't get the feedback that personal sounding 

ones do; they will sound stayed and bureaucratic, which does not encourage engagement. 

 If consultation is just about informing it will be obvious and won't get any conversation 

Lack of Analysis Framework for Data 
 What you do with the information - a lack of a way to analyze the content besides just 

reading and drawing general conclusions 

 Can't gather specific demographic data on people who are commenting, like you could 

with a public meeting. 

Moderation Concerns – Code of Conduct 
 Moderation is a challenge on social media, just as it is in a public meeting.   

 Uncertainty over how to treat outlier comments, or people who derail conversation with 

inappropriate rants, how to set up rules and moderate content. 

 

Benefits 

Table 3 lists the benefits to using social media as a public participation tool as determined by the 

key informants.  The benefits identified stem from experiential knowledge of social media. 

 

BENEFITS 
Easy To Use 
 When the right person/people with familiarity and technical knowledge are employed to 

manage social media, it can be a rich source of input in the public participation process. 

 Many people use social media like Facebook and Twitter, and it can be an efficient and 

economical way to broadcast information, compared to navigating traditional bulky 

official websites for specific new bits. 

 News items are delivered directly to people who have shown an interest in receiving those 

types of communication. 

 Moderating a site's content is easier than it may seem - people tend to self-police when 

their public identities are linked to comments. 

 Can speed up the process of collecting information from people, including maintenance 

and operational functions. 

 Online participation can solicit more usable detailed comments, as people have had the 

opportunity to craft a comment, or response to a question, and can take the time they need 

to review pertinent information. 

 Textual online data can be coded and analyzed more easily than face to face comments. 

 Facebook, Twitter, and blogs require only a minimal amount of tool specific knowledge to 

be used effectively. 

 Public Twitter and Facebook comments can be mined for information - "participation 

Table 3 – Interview responses coded into theme: Benefits 
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without actively participating" through tools available for free or cost. 

 Meta-data can be used from posts and pictures that people have geo-tagged - and used in 

GIS applications. 

 Built-in tools in Facebook and Twitter allow to you track and analyze the demographic of 

your audience/participants, as well as being able to track interactions with posts (shares, 

likes, comments) 

 Can be used to make public participation projects more efficient - a lot of time and energy 

is spent on current methods that get little participation or ROI.  Engaging online can be 

more efficient. 

Builds Trust 
 Social media must be institutionalized as a communications tool - curated by municipality 

creates longevity and builds trust. 

 Can be used for PR.  Photos of the behind the scenes make the process more transparent 

and human. 

 If negativity is handled in a positive and open way, the more open and transparent the 

organization is perceived, and the more trust is built. 

 Enables a quick response to citizen concerns. 

 If people are involved from the beginning, there will be less resistance to the end result, 

especially if they perceive the process to be fair. 

 People just want to keep on engaging, long after a project is actually built. 

 Lots of thanks for reaching out to audience this way.  Feel like voices are being heard. 

Makes Interactions Easier 
 Corporate Websites can be overwhelming with thousands of pages to navigate through.  

Social media is designed in a chronological fashion to be easier to navigate pertinent 

items. 

 Social media like Facebook and Twitter can be used to easily share link people to your 

website, survey, press release, videos and pictures, and allow people to comment on rich 

media. 

 People can be involved at their convenience - while waiting for an appointment, on the 

couch after the kids have gone to bed, on a lunch hour at work - they don't have to go to a 

meeting at a specified time and location. It's an online, 24 hour public meeting. 

 Smartphones and mobile technology allow people to engage from wherever they are, and 

allow the uploading of media rich content like photos or videos to a site like Facebook, 

Twitter, Youtube, or Flickr seamlessly. 

 Easy way for people to get in touch with an institutional bureaucracy that may seem 

daunting otherwise. 

More Participants 
 Go beyond the "usual suspects" when building or visioning, and engage a different, 

younger demographic than usual. 

 Current methods of notification of meetings are narrowly focused on specific 

communities. Social media can broaden the focus, so that users from outside the direct 

neighbourhood can have a say, or at least know when/where a physical meeting will take 

place. 

 You can guide the process - asking questions, input professional opinions, etc. 

 Casting a wide net can gather input that can be extremely valuable and may have been 

outside of the vision on a small community. 

 Great opportunity to connect with youth and disenfranchised people in the community 

who may not otherwise have a voice or chance to participate. 

Different Feedback 
 Comments from social media are more detailed than those at public meetings - people 
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have the time to craft what they want to say, or really look over designs or ideas already 

generated.  

 More feedback with social media than without. 

 Involving the public on things like budgets and policy as well as design helps educate 

participants about process, and helps them offer better suggestions and input. 

 Increased levels of participation create a greater sense of pride and ownership of designed 

places among those who were involved. 

 Being clear about goals and methods and getting people engaged builds positive 

relationships with the communities. 

 People will get involved and communicate to each other on the site as well - not just a two 

way conversation with the Municipality. 

 Greater citizen control of processes 

 Citizens get to shape the conversation in ways they want to see. 

 The potential is there to encourage people to get in on ground level - and to have them 

guide the process from the beginning. 

Attributability 
 Something like Facebook requires a name attached to a comment, but a blog does not. 

 There is a higher sense of accountability in comments because they are linked to a public 

identity of the person commenting. 

 

Best Practices 

Table 4 lists the best practices for using social media as a public participation tool as determined 

by the key informants.  The best practices identified stem from experiential knowledge of social 

media. 

 

BEST PRACTICES 
Keep it Conversational 
 Treat social media as an engagement tool, not a broadcast only tool. 

 Take a personal approach to the postings.  Keep it conversational and stay engaged in the 

conversation.  

 Links to documents, other websites, etc. are helpful.  Don't let it be the only thing posted. 

 Personal sounding posts get more comments, positive reactions. 

 Keep the quality of your posts high - don't post every webpage update. 

 Keep content mixed, be humourous - make the mundane stuff interesting.  Use yourself as 

judge of content - would you follow? 

 Free to respond, post tweets, without being burdened by layers of approval. 

 Questions solicit answers and get them.  Sometimes just innocuous questions can spur the 

community to take action. 

 Respond to all posts asking questions, information requests, concerns, and compliments. 

 Acknowledge questions, and then find answers.  Respond the same day if possible. 

 Good moderation will help steer conversation, or keep it on track so people feel 

comfortable responding. 

Table 4 – Interview responses coded into theme: Best Practices 
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 Set a code of conduct on the site, and stick to it.  Make it as open as possible to encourage 

free and lively debate. 

 Leaving negative comments up lends credibility. 

Set Goals and Create a Strategy 
 Create a public participation policy that describes the different goals and techniques of 

participation clearly, so the public is clear about what the promise is to them. 

 Have a social media engagement strategy for projects and the municipality at large.  

 Social media seems most effective when focused around a specific issue, project, or 

concern. 

 Be clear about how you frame the goal of the project and participation's role. 

 Set out goals for public participation - set timeframes and expectations about what type of 

engagement will happen as the project progresses. 

 Set a code of conduct. 

 Determine what content will be made available. 

 If you want photos or video from people, make it easy by utilizing social media that easily 

allows posting of photos, like Facebook, Twitter, flickr, youtube, etc. 

 Allow people post media rich content on your site.  Make the conversation broader by 

letting people exchange ideas in the form of videos and pictures as well as text. 

 Link your social media sites together. 

 Learn from mistakes, and keep trying. 

Tips for Administrating a Social Media Site 
 Share information with other municipalities on successes and opportunities. Evidenced 

based practice should be shared. 

 Staff who use social media already and are familiar with its tools and potential should be 

involved with page creation and administration. 

 Training to help others who will be utilizing the site as a tool to get familiar with the 

technology. 

 Dedicated person at the City moderating and curating social media feeds (posting content, 

questions) 

 For consistency's sake, have one dedicated person with a back up as administrators. 

 Archiving is important for the public record:  While pages may archive themselves 

(content always available from the beginning of site), comments can still be deleted (or 

taken back)  Export items that need to be kept on permanent record for projects, etc. 

 Use screen shots to forward questions to the people who know the answer.   

 Use the insights page of Facebook to gain understanding of the demographics of your 

users (locations, etc) 

Strategic Advertising 
 Identify well connected people in your area and advertise through them.  Your audience 

can grow exponentially. 

 Go where the people are to get them involved. 

 Advertise in target areas to kick start word of mouth. 

 Other official pages may have a critical mass - post project specific links on those pages to 

get the message out there. 

 Advertising can still involve traditional media, as well as local bloggers. 

 Smart tags or QR Codes are a good idea - for Smartphone users.   

 City event posters should link to site - even with a QR Code. 

Strike a Balance 
 Don't let social media replace other methods of public participation. Must strike a balance 

between online and in person engagement - tailor your public participation approach based 

on your audience. 
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 Don't forget face to face interactions are still the best way to build social capital. 

 The best social capital is built outside of the official channels - don't be afraid to engage 

with them. Go to their page! 

Show the Impact 
 Show the impact the comments have by following up on the site. 

 Create a library of resources from other face to face meetings so participants who were not 

able to attend face to face meetings can have the same information available to them. 

 Show them that you've listened by incorporating their feedback into designs and policy.  

Show them where. 

 Humanize the process.  Post pictures of planners getting ready for a meeting. 

 Take the good and the bad comments, and learn something from them! 

 

Case Studies 

The use of social media in public participation in municipal planning and design was examined 

in two case studies.  Those evaluated were: 

 The City of London Skateboarding Facebook Page (City of London)   

 Mid-Centretown Ottawa – Community Plan Blog (City of Ottawa) 

Each case study was selected based on unique use of social media in the public participation 

process, and on recommendations from key informants.  Each case study has different 

characteristics: 

 The City of London Skateboarding Facebook Page (City of London) is an ongoing 

community interest page administrated by the City of London, that engages with users 

regarding recreational activities and events, as well as park development and design.  The 

site has been online since March 6, 2009. This case study was chosen as an example of 

municipal-led engagement of park users in the design and development of new 

skateboard parks in the city.  Since the site is of an ongoing nature and used for multiple 

purposes, two projects (Medway and Byron skate parks) which included public 

participation feedback from the Facebook page were reviewed. 
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 Mid-Centretown Ottawa – Community Plan Blog (City of Ottawa) is a project specific 

blog set up for a Community Plan Development by consulting firm Urban Strategies Inc.   

The site was active from May 21, 2009 to December 9, 2011.  This case study was 

chosen as a consultant-led engagement of the residents of a community in Ottawa to 

assist in creating a comprehensive neighbourhood growth plan.  

 

The City of London Skateboarding Facebook Page (City of London) 

Initial Observations 

This site is an ongoing community interest site which is administered by a Community 

Recreation Co-ordinator from the Parks and Recreation Department of the City of London.  The 

site is used not only to gather public input on designs of new parks, but as an information hub for 

all official recreation that is skateboard related in the City of London.  Skateboarding instructor 

jobs are posted on site, and invitations to workshops run by the city are also posted.  The users of 

the site post questions about skate parks to the page administrator – for example, when parks will 

be opened, highlighting  need for maintenance at certain parks, asking for new events such as a 

“an official graffiti day”, etc.  Questions are also posed by the administrator to the users of the 

site to keep them engaged with the City – for example, “It’s beautiful weather, who’s been 

skateboarding already?” or “There seems to be a lot of litter at certain parks, any ideas?”  Grand 

openings of parks are also posted to the board – notices prior to events, and pictures afterwards. 

According to Facebook Ads targeted marketing website (Facebook), there are 3920 people on 

Facebook in London, ON, over the age of 13 who have listed skateboarding as an interest.  The 

site has 1473 ‘likes’ (individual users who have subscribed to updates from the page), which 

represents a total of 37.6% of the target audience. 
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Purpose of the Site – Introduction and Code of Conduct 

The City of London has a very brief introduction to the site, which includes their code of conduct 

for the site:  “We are in London, Ontario, Canada. PLEASE NOTE: Posts including profanity 

directed at other people will be deleted from this Page. Inappropriate language of any kind will 

be removed at our discretion.” (City of London)  Being a community page with many purposes, 

the administrator of the site, along with her superiors, felt it was not necessary to list all the 

purposes of the site, but rather to keep it open and flexible.  They chose to keep the code of 

conduct fairly loose as well, with only defamatory statements directed towards other users of the 

site being removed without fail.  Knowing that their target audience is youth, they chose to 

remove inappropriate language at their discretion, with the realization that curse words may be 

part of the vernacular.  Also understanding that their target audience may include people under 

the age of 18, privacy was a concern.  They do not allow subscribers to post photos or videos to 

the site, as the City has no control over whether persons shown in the pictures or videos are of 

the age of majority.  For the same reason, when events are created, they hide the attendees lists 

from the public, so no one viewing the page can identify a youth as being in a certain place at a 

certain time. (Quinlan, 2012) 

 

Interaction Observations 

Medway Skate Park: 

There were two types of posts on the site regarding the Medway Skate Park project: pictures and 

questions (see Appendix I).   The questions posed to the group were regarding naming the park, 

and 43 comments were received within the first week.  The post was of a broadcast style, as the 

only comments left by the City were to moderate the comments regarding the main sponsor of 

the park, the Kiwanis Club of London.  Commenters had questioned why ‘Kiwanis’ had to be in 
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the name at all, and justification due to funding was the reason given by the City.  There was no 

follow up on the site to say whether the input received helped to determine the name of the park. 

Pictures received the majority of comments, with approximately 78% of comments received on 

the Medway Skate Park project being picture-related.  Nine photos were posted of design 

visualizations from the park, and eight photos were posted of the build and final construction of 

the park. 147 comments and 74 ‘likes’ were received in response to the visualizations, while only 

2 comments and 8 ‘likes’ were received in response to the build and final construction photos.  

While the picture album title requested user’s feedback on the designs and received that 

feedback, the post can be considered broadcast style, as there was no feedback on comments 

from the city at all.  There was no information provided by the City as to how the feedback given 

by users was incorporated into the final design of the site.  The time frame for most comments 

was short, with 70% of comments left within one week of the post.  Out of a total of 197 

comments, there were 122 unique users who posted comments, about an average of 1.6 

comments per user. 

 

Byron Skate Park: 

There were two types of posts found on the site regarding the Byron Skate Park project: User 

questions, and Public Meeting notices (see Appendix J).  There were five posts by the City, three 

of which were to advertise upcoming public meetings for the park.  Eight posts were questions 

from users (six from one user) and focused on stages in the process, when public meetings were, 

and how to be involved. There were no pictures posted.  A letter from the consultant/design firm 

about skate park features was posted, as well as a link to the official tender on the City’s website.  

A total of 27 comments and 26 ‘likes’ were posted on the site regarding the Byron Skate Park, 

and nine were from the City in response to user questions.  The time frame for most comments 
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was short, with 74% of comments left within one week of the post.  Out of the total of 18 

comments from users, there were 18 unique users. 

 

General Observations 

Anyone with access to the internet is able to view the City of London Skateboarding Facebook 

page.  They are not required to have an account with Facebook to view content on the page.  If 

they would like to interact with the page (make comments, ‘like’ things, or post on the wall of 

the site) they must have an account and be logged into Facebook.  The users of the site were 

thankful that they are included in the park design process as evidenced by a number of ‘thank 

you’ comments on the site in general.    Pictures of designs (3D visualizations) received the large 

majority of interactions, both positive and negative.  Users were likely to post more than one 

comment on this type of post.  This type of post also generated the highest amount of ‘likes’.  

While the Byron Skate Park project did not post designs of the park, there were a large number 

of users of this site who showed up to public meetings and design workshops. (Bruin, 2012) 

There was also an open group formed on Facebook called “Byron needs a skate park 

desperately!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!” (Brucki) and administered by one of the main commenters on the 

City of London Skateboarding Facebook page.  There are 327 members, and posts from the City 

of London Skateboarding Facebook page were linked on this site.  This secondary, unofficial site 

offers greater flexibility for people to post pictures and designs of what they wanted in the park, 

and was responsible for mobilizing face to face groups who prepared designs to bring to the 

public meetings. (Bruin, 2012) This example of public participation using social media can be 

placed within the IAP2’s Spectrum of Public Participation as a tool to consult and inform. 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/345592068401/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/345592068401/
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Mid-Centretown Ottawa – Community Plan Blog (City of Ottawa) 

Initial Observations 

When first arriving at the site, it looks like a standard ‘Wordpress’ blog, although there are no 

advertisements along the sides.  The home page features the most recent post from the 

administrators, thanking participants for their involvement and patience while the planning 

document was finalized.  A column on the right side of the page features links to the Final 

Community Design Plan, the Draft Plan, links to subscribe to an email newsletter or RSS feed, 

links to pictures posted by users of the site, links to all the resources and presentations given at 

public meetings, as well as links to recent posts and comments, links to the City of Ottawa and 

others, and links to local Ottawa blogs.  In addition to blog posts, these links are a repository of 

information available to the public throughout the planning process.  Official pages and 

information on the blog are written in both French and English, but all blog posts and comments 

are written in English only. 

 

Purpose of the Site – Introduction and Code of Conduct 

The purpose of the site is located on the front page of the blog: “Welcome to Mid-Centretown 

Tomorrow, the official project blog for the Mid-Centretown Community Design Plan, 

commissioned by the City of Ottawa! This is the place to learn about and participate in 

discussions regarding the future of Mid-Centretown.”  This is a brief introduction, and more on 

the site and project is found on the ‘About’ page.  The site lists the following items of interest: 

about the moderator, about the team, about the project, about the study process, and a general 

request to stay informed and share ideas. The Code of Conduct has its own page, and 

encompasses the following rules: Respect everyone (no personal attacks); Keep it clean (no 

profanity); Be constructive (don’t just vent); Don’t misinform or mislead (no unsubstantiated 



52 
 

allegations);  No marketing (self explanatory); Don’t spam (off topic comments, repetitive or 

misplaced comments); Don’t break the law (illegal content not allowed); Employees (of Ottawa 

must identify themselves);  The last resort (banning people from the site). 

 

Interaction Observations 

There were two types of posts on the site: questions posed to the community and notices of 

public meetings and open houses (see Appendix K).  Questions received twice the average 

number of comments than notices did.  The notice of the initial project open house as well as the  

questions regarding the boundaries of the project site were the most commented on posts on the 

site (at 12 and 15 comments respectively).  Comments on both notices and questions were more 

frequent at the beginning of the project, than towards the end, as the need for public input at later 

stages of the project were minimal.  While some posts were broadcast in nature (a notice) versus 

conversation-starting (a question), all posts that received comments were treated in a 

conversational style, and responded to by the site administrator – whether it was answering a 

question or acknowledging feedback.   

Comments were also usually a paragraph or longer, and well composed as opposed to off-the-

cuff and short responses.  Many of the comments refer to other materials that were posted on the 

site, an indication that people were able to review resources and plans, and then make carefully 

considered comments at their own pace. The time frame for most comments was longer than a 

week, with only 37% of comments left within one week of the post.  Out of the total of 75 

comments from users, there were 23 unique users. Most users left one or two comments on the 

site in general, however one user contributed over 18 comments on a variety of posts. 
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General Observations 

In several places there were comments left that were not in relation to the original post – perhaps 

this is because there is nowhere to just leave a general comment on the site.  Comments must be 

posting in response to a post by the administrator.  Every page had a comments section on it, 

however it may not be appropriate in some cases (eg. “contact us” page).  To view comments on 

a post, you must click on the link and it opens in same window, resulting in a lot of back and 

forth and navigating to be able to read through the posts on the site in a chronological fashion.  In 

addition to posts being listed reverse chronologically (most recent first), comments were also 

listed this way.  To understand a flow of comments and responses, one must read from bottom to 

top, resulting in a lot of scrolling up and down the page to review comments.  Once you post a 

comment, it must be reviewed by the administrator or moderator of the site before it gets posted 

for everyone to see.  Pictures received no comments – could not comment on specific pictures, 

only whole albums.  When leaving a comment, it is only required to leave an email address and 

name. This can contribute to a lack of accountability as commenters don’t have to leave a real 

name or email address.  This example of public participation using social media can be placed 

within the IAP2’s Spectrum of Public Participation as a tool to inform, consult, and involve. 

 

Summary 

This chapter presented the results from the six semi-structured key interviews with key 

informants and the two case studies.  The following chapter will discuss conclusions drawn from 

these results relating back to the objectives of the research. 
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CHAPTER 5 - DISCUSSION 

 

Overview 

Based on the results of the literature review, key informant interviews and case studies, it is clear 

that people working for municipalities would benefit from a guide to using social media as a 

public participation tool.  This guide should respond to the barriers discovered, discuss benefits, 

and suggest best practices.  The following conclusions, drawn from the results of the methods 

used, will provide the content for this guide. 

 

Conclusions 

Current Use of Social Media by Selected Municipalities 

The results of the research suggest that there are some municipalities who are already using 

social media to engage the public on broad levels.  There are examples of municipalities who are 

using social media as a broadcast tool for corporate communications and social marketing 

efforts.  There are few examples of municipalities using social media as a public participation 

tool.  Those that are using social media are using a variety of platforms to engage, including 

social networks like Facebook and Twitter; media sharing platforms, such as YouTube and 

Flickr; and collaborative or crowd sourced platforms such as Wikis.  These social media are 

being used primarily as tools to inform, communicating notices and announcements.  Some are 

being used as a consultation tool, asking for feedback on previously prepared designs.  Even 

fewer are using social media as a tool to involve the public by soliciting input from the beginning 

of the process.   
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Barriers  

The examples that were reviewed in the case study as well as indicators in key informant 

interviews suggest that some municipalities are early adopters, or at least recognize the potential 

that social media has as a tool for public participation, but that there are barriers existing that are 

preventing the widespread adoption of social media for this use.  Because social media is such a 

new and rapidly evolving technology, few examples exist (successful or not), and an initial set of 

best practices has not been developed yet.  This has resulted in a lack of experiential knowledge 

amongst municipalities.  They want to use social media to engage, but aren’t really sure why or 

how or what to expect.   They may turn to consultants who, in turn, aren’t really sure why or how 

or what to expect.   A lack of understanding of social media in general stems from a generational 

divide at the decision making level.  Those in positions of decision making authority may not 

have personal experience with social media, which leads to uncertainty about its potential to 

garner authentic participation.   A lack of specific experiential knowledge also leads to logistical 

questions about the creation and management of a social media tool – the amount of time and 

effort required, the type of commitment involved, and the skills required to moderate online 

forums. 

There is also apprehension that social media will force the municipality to relinquish control of 

the message or process somehow.  When compared to the traditional structure of municipal 

communications, social media has a very different style. Instead of broadcast communications 

alone, social media provides the platform for many conversations with many people and allows 

the public to direct the conversation. Increasing public involvement can be daunting to those 

used to traditional municipal communications, and who fear their expertise will be ‘crowd 

sourced’.  Without a social media strategy in place at the municipal-wide level, or without a 
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public participation strategy to help guide the process, it is ‘not knowing what to expect’ that can 

prevent municipalities from using social media.   

 

Benefits 

To respond to the barrier of uncertainty about the potential benefits of social media, benefits that 

can be gained from using social media for public participation were identified in the results, and 

summarized into three categories: ease of use, more participation, and building trust. 

Low barriers to entry for the municipality and public alike make social media easy to use.  The 

format of sites are generally the same as others, making them familiar to navigate. They require 

little, if any, knowledge of web page coding or design.  The flexibility to link between different 

platforms for different uses, collect data from the public, as well as coding and archiving the data 

is easier than other methods of public participation.  Social media also may encourage more 

people to participate in the process.  Online participation can happen 24 hours a day, making it 

very flexible and allowing people to make time to participate when they are available, not just 

when a meeting is scheduled.  Allowing people to participate on their own daily schedule, from 

the comfort of their homes, offices, or anywhere in between, also allows for more detailed and 

comprehensive comments from the public.  They are able to take the time to carefully craft 

thoughts, which can be of greater use to the process or project. 

Social media also has the potential to build trust between the public and the municipality, if used 

effectively.  By communicating with the public in a more honest and open way (in a less stayed, 

bureaucratic, sanitized style), and by involving people in the process from the beginning, better 

relationships are built with the public.  In turn, this builds social capital in the community, and 

results in wider acceptance of outcomes of projects. 
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Best Practices 

To respond to the lack of specific experiential knowledge and resulting logistical questions about 

the creation and management of a social media tool (the amount of time and effort required, the 

type of commitment involved, and the skills required to moderate online forums), the following 

best practices were identified in the results. 

1. Keeping the tone of communication conversational will lead to increased traffic to the site, 

and an increased potential for participation.  People don’t respond to institutions in the same 

way they respond to people. 

2. By setting goals and creating a strategy for engagement at a municipality, project, and social 

media level, expectations can be set and accounted to.  Without expectations for 

involvement, the public may not feel encouraged to participate at any stage, planners and 

designers may not know how to use the tool or the data to reach operational goals, or even 

determine what those specific goals are.  Without goals and a strategy to reach those goals, 

evaluation of the process is impossible, and makes learning from the experience difficult. 

3. An advertising strategy to bring people to the site at first cannot be neglected.  Projects are 

often time sensitive, and without being aware of participation opportunities, people can’t 

participate.  Targeting audiences ‘where they live’, reaching out to community influencers 

and connectors plays a role in bringing people together, be it online or in person. 

4. Identifying the audience and participants for a project determines techniques and methods to 

be used in a public participation process.  Social media can be most effective to reach out to 

audiences under the age of 35 research shows.  Any project undertaken will involve a wider 

demographic than this, and as such, a balance should be struck between online and face to 

face interactions, to ensure the maximum amount of participation. 
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5. Showing the impact of public input on the policy or design outcome on social media is an 

easy way to build trust in the process.  For those who used it to participate, or those who 

used it as a way to gain access to materials, documents, etc., it is a place to display results.  

Showing how the public impact affected policy or design decisions, or the nature of the 

process itself shows that the municipality is committed to the promises they have made to 

the public about the participation process. 

 

Evaluation and Knowledge Transfer 

With clearly defined goals for participation, and a strategy in place, it is crucial that evaluation 

be included in the design of the process.  With the next project always on deck, evaluation can be 

considered non-essential to a project, when in fact, learning from the experience and sharing that 

knowledge can lead to easier, better processes in the future.  Sharing best practices at the project 

level, department level, municipal level, and between municipalities leads to a knowledge base 

among those involved in public participation.  Without evaluation, each individual (employee, 

department, municipality) learns and makes the same mistakes on their own.  With social media 

quickly evolving and changing, continuing education about social media should be included for 

those in decision-making capacities as well as those working with the tools on a frequent, or 

even in-frequent basis. 

 

Creating a Guide to Social Media 

To address identified barriers, the guide will offer a ‘primer’ on social media – what it is, what it 

does, and who uses it.  The guide will also discuss the benefits of social media to bring 

awareness to the potential of the tool.  The guide will also summarize best practices to help 
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municipalities make informed decisions about whether social media is the right tool for them in 

the public participation process (See Appendix L)  Also included is a ‘Choice Guide for Social 

Media in Public Participation’ which assists decision makers in determining which social media 

platform discussed would be most appropriate for achieving differing goals in public 

participation strategies (See Appendix M). 

 

Limitations 

Limitations of Social Media 

Some limits of social media as a tool for public participation have been determined.  Staff skills 

and ability in developing and curating social media sites can be a concern.  If skills do not exist 

in-house, a consultant may be required to get things off the ground, and to teach curating and 

moderating skills to staff.  It can also be a challenge ‘selling’ the benefits of social media to 

decision makers who must account for time spent on projects.  Another limitation could be the 

size of municipality.  Social media may not be the best option for smaller municipalities, where 

the public could be more easily reached using traditional outreach methods.  Another challenge 

is that social media such as Facebook and Twitter are constantly changing to meet the needs of a 

growing user population. This can make it difficult to keep up with changes if a municipality 

isn’t dedicated to maintaining their social media presence.  One of the biggest potential 

limitations could be the life-cycle of social media.  There are numerous examples of online 

enterprises that have been incredibly popular, but experienced a decline in use once something 

‘better’ came along (think AOL, or Myspace).  The potential for the same web-life-cycle to 

affect social media is there unless Facebook and Twitter corporate governance remains visionary 

and responds to consumer needs appropriately.   
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Availability of Information in Literature 

The literature review helped to determine the need for research in exploring the use of social 

media in public participation.  Existing academic research and theoretical discussions of public 

participation, explorations of “E-government” and online citizen participation, only glance on the 

very social nature of social media and the ways it can contribute to a more authentic participation 

process.  Social media research has been narrow in scope thus far, primarily limited to ethics, 

business, and psychosocial research.  There are a handful of studies that discuss government use 

of social media for communications, however, studies that have touched on the combined topic 

of public participation and social media are few and far between. Most studies have focused on 

the promotion of social media and other internet based tools as a necessity in public 

participation, and providing few recommendations for the effective use of social media in 

practice. 

 

Key Informants 

The selection of key informants was tricky.  My previous professional relationship with 2 of the 

key informants from London made establishing a connection easy, but finding others who work 

with social media in a design capacity proved challenging.  I had to broaden the scope of 

informant to include not only municipal landscape architects, but municipal communications 

professionals, and urban planning consultants.  Few informants could suggest others who had 

experience using social media as a public participation tool.  Each person I contacted was willing 

to set up an interview within a relatively short period of time.  I can attribute some of this to the 

slow winter season; had I tried to speak with people during the summer season, I may not have 

been so lucky. 
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Case Studies 

Besides the City of London Skateboarding Facebook Page case study, Locating another available 

example of social media used as a tool for public participation was difficult. Several key 

informants suggested potential sites to review, however, upon searching them out the sites were 

either archived (information no longer completely open or accessible) or the site had been 

removed, and was no longer available period.  There are a number of excellent examples of 

social media as a communications and civic engagement tool, such as the City of Regina 

Facebook page, however, the site is not being used for public participation in planning or design, 

and as such was not the most appropriate case study to undertake for this research. 

 

Personal Limitations 

The number of key informants that were interviewed, the number of evaluated case studies and 

the breadth of the literature reviewed were limited by the time frame for this research.  Research 

and Ethics Board clearance for Research Involving Human Participants took longer than 

anticipated as well. Personal interests in social media, civic engagement, and participatory 

planning influenced the selection of this research topic and the direction of the study stemming 

from previous educational endeavors (B.A. in Sociology, with a Concentration in Social Justice 

and Equity Studies – Brock University) and previous professional experience working as a 

landscape architecture intern for two Ontario municipalities during the past two summer 

semesters (City of London, Parks Planning and Design; City of Niagara Falls, ON, Municipal 

Works and Planning). 
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Suggestions for Future Research 

Further research is required to gain greater insight into the possibilities that social media can 

offer.  Data mining for existing (public) information and conversations has the potential to 

further inform decisions and evaluation processes. Strategies for engaging youth and other 

traditionally disenfranchised populations should also be carefully examined.  Evaluations of 

process and outcome are limited, and research potential exists to develop an accepted evaluation 

framework for the public participation process. This could include, but is not limited to the 

examination of the public’s perspective: what the expectation was from the process, and where 

they see the process in relation to the IAP2 spectrum. 

 

Implications for Landscape Architects, Planners and Consultants 

Our society values the public input process. As landscape architects, urban planners, and 

designers; as public servants, private consultants, and active citizens; we will all be involved in a 

public participation process at some point during our lives and careers.  Many of us will design 

participation strategies for public projects, work on collaborative projects with the public, or be 

required to revise designs or documents based on public feedback.  Being prepared with a deep 

understanding of how social media can be used to better our communities, both spatially and 

socially, allows us to achieve greater sustainability in our projects.  The ability of landscape 

architects and planners to work collaboratively and across disciplines, as well a professional 

aptitude towards ‘future’ thinking, locates us as influential innovators in public engagement.   
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APPENDIX A 

Email Introduction Requesting Interview 

 

Hello  [name of recruit], 

 

My name is Vanessa Aykroyd and I am a Masters of Landscape Architecture student at the University of 

Guelph. 

I am currently conducting research for my Master’s Thesis on the topic of Using Social Media as a 

Community Consultation and Participatory Design Tool. 

I am contacting you: 

 As I was referred to you by ______________________ as someone who has experience or 

knowledge in this area, and might be willing to share this with me as part of my research 

through an interview either in person or over the phone. 

 As I came across your work in this area through my research (on the internet, in a book, in 

practice) and I was hoping you might be willing to share your knowledge and experience with 

me as part of my research through an interview either in person or over the phone. 

 As I believe that you may know of someone with experience in, or examples of, my research 

subject, and that you might be able to refer me to said person/project. 

If you are interested in participating, I will send you an information letter and consent form which 

describes my research in brief, and important information you will need to know about participating in 

this research prior to our interview.  We can schedule a time for an interview at your earliest 

convenience. 

 

Thank you. 

 

Vanessa Aykroyd 
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APPENDIX B 

Research Information Letter/Consent Form 
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APPENDIX C 

Transcribed Interview with Laurie Quinlan 

Interview with Laurie Quinlan, Recreation Services Coordinator, City of London 
1:30pm Thursday, January 19, 2012 
 

Could you tell me a bit about what your role is? 

I primarily oversee summer programs, day camps, youth leadership programs, inclusion of kids with special needs, 
we also – there are 11 supervisors in my area, and we each have an area of community development as well, so 
that switched around recently, but I used to have an area of community development in the southeast of London, 
including the new White Oaks Skateboard Park. So when I first took this job, one of my tasks was to prepare the 
grand opening for the park.  So when I first started I had a different portfolio, I was working with Spring Summer 
Fall programs, so I worked a lot with skateboarding programs.  London has always done a lot of skateboarding 
programs, and as the years went on, we tweaked them based on what the kids were asking for, but one of our 
biggest challenges was finding qualified skateboard instructors who knew how to skateboard, but were also really 
good with kids, so recruitment was a big issue when I first started. 
 
So you were running skateboarding programs? 
 
Yah, like little workshops and instructional sessions. 
 
Was that a city initiative, to say Hey, we’re not just going to treat skateboarders like the outcasts of the City, but to 
include them in programming. 
 
Yes, our recreation programs are all very introductory level, so we really try to find appropriate programming for 
all these great skateboard parks in our city.  We have a lot of mainstream sports, like soccer and basketball, but 
you know.  That started before I started with the City.  
 
When did you start working with the city? 
 
April 2004. Almost 8 years.  I’ve worked with the City though on a casual basis since I was 14, a lifeguard, teaching 
special needs programs, working at facilities where there were skateboard parks.  For me, i was never a sporty kid 
growing up, and the one thing I love about skateboarding as a sport is that you don’t have to be – if you don’t like 
team sports, there is still an opportunity for you to be physically active, and to be part of a community without 
having to be part of a team.  I also know that skateboarders, by and large, are really a population that’s not looked 
well upon by the public, but by and large, they are the nicest, coolest kids and youth that I’ve ever worked with.  
That helped push this through, knowing that sometimes it’s the squeaky wheel that gets the oil, and those are the 
kids that are the most vocal about stuff, so we wanted to give these kids a voice, the opportunity to say what they 
wanted. 
 
Can you give me a background to – well this website started in 2009 – did the City of London already have an 
established Facebook page?  
 
No, this was the first one.  After this started running, the actual corporate page came on board, and we have a 
Twitter account, and those are operated by corporate communications, but this was the first pilot, and now we 
have a number of Facebook pages or groups for certain neighbourhoods or groups in the city that are undergoing 
some transformations, and different initiatives. 
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So are those Facebook pages being used in a similar way to find out what people want to see in the 
neighbourhoods and parks or city planning? 
 
Yes, and honestly, I think that people in the city were thinking, if this goes well, maybe anything can go well! The 
nature of the population we’re dealing with – there was a huge discussion about what to do with profanity, and 
that stuff. 
 
So did there have to be a social media policy in the first place?  Maybe we can talk about the nuances about getting 
it up and running and the concerns that people had? 
 
There was no social media policy in place.  What I had to do first was a bunch of research, we had a little group – 
my manager was very supportive of it – so he and I and some people from Parks Planning and TSD and another one 
of my colleagues got a task group together to figure out what we would need, what we needed to consider, and at 
the beginning to, is it going to be a page or a group, and the technicalities of Facebook as well, what will it let us 
do, what it’s going to look like.  So my colleague sent out a message to a listserv called SPRINT, which is a listserv of 
organizations serving youth across Canada and the United States, sent out through Parks and Recreation Ontario, 
and she sent out a question saying this is what we were considering, have you used it, what problems have you 
encountered, how successful with it?  So we got a lot of responses, many of them were along the same line as us – 
like will you share with us what you find out?  But we did have some really great feedback. I also looked at a couple 
of City of Calgary Pages, just to see what they were doing, to take a look at their membership, so see, is it a page or 
a group? 
 
Was it a skateboarding page? 
 
No it was just for youth programs, and there was another one that was for a big event they do annually.  So we did 
a survey of who’s already using it, for what, and is it a group or a page? Now also, I believe that ‘pages’ were pretty 
new, and what I didn’t like about a group was that if we had a group, and I was administrator, that I would be 
posting as Laurie Quinlan, not as City of London Skateboarding.  And I didn’t love that idea, because you really 
don’t know who’s using it.  You have no idea or control really unless it’s a closed group, but why would you have a 
closed group?  Other questions we had was as an administrator, you can really set your page rules, i.e. Can people 
post videos, post photos, can they post on your wall? So back when we first started the discussion, we had to 
figure out, was this going to be a one way communication, with just us sharing with them, so no one can post on 
our wall?  And that was discounted pretty quickly, as what’s the point of using social media if you’re not going to 
use two way communication.  So that was the base research and was what led our discussion. So what are we 
going to use it for, what do we need to consider, and the big one was as a page administrator, it can be time 
consuming – I’m on it every day.  When there are a lot of posts, like when there are proposed plans for skateboard 
parks, I’m on it throughout the day, and just keep it open, monitoring it and answering questions as quick as I can.  
I’m also on it evenings and weekends, because that’s when the majority of traffic is on it.  And then we looked at 
worst case scenarios – what to do when someone posts malicious or inappropriate content, and then we looked 
into Facebook policies – they say they are committed to addressing complaints within 24 hours, so that satisfied 
the powers that be. 
 
Have there been any worst case scenarios? 
 
The only things I ever delete are derogatory comments directed towards someone else on that page.  Anyone on 
this page should feel like they are part of the community and that it’s safe to be here.  We do have a statement on 
the page that says (added about a year into it) something along the lines of profanity or remarks directed at others 
will be deleted, so no one can cry about their comment being deleted.  “Inappropriate language of any kind will be 
removed at our discretion” you know – that’s the way the talk, and corporate communications was like, well, this 
has the City of London’s name on it, but you can’t just delete someone’s comment if it’s just expression.  And 
honestly, the only profanity I usually see is along the lines of “this is fucking awesome!” It’s very rare that it’s 
malicious – I’ve been pleasantly surprised.  There are a couple of names I recognize that whenever they post 
something it’s going to be negative, but that’s part of it! It’s social media – it’s taking the good and bad and 
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learning something from it.  But by and large, we have awesome users.  The one post I saw recently, this letter I 
posted, our new park is in Byron at Springbank Park, so I posted a letter from the consultants, saying after our last 
meeting, this is what we did with the comments and designs that were submitted, so I posted it for everyone to 
read... So that’s cool – that people get to see this stuff. 
 
There was one comment by a fellow in response to another comment from someone about the park not being 
indoor, or... saying that an indoor park would be really costly, and in a few years we might get one.  I think that 
mimics the rhetoric coming from the City of London about it in previous posts about indoor parks.  So it’s neat to 
see the kids responding with insight? 
 
Hahaha, sometimes it’s like beating a dead horse – we can’t just build a skate park like a playground, it has to be in 
a place that is open to it, etc, same with an indoor skateboard park.  But again, the desire has to come from the 
users.  We’re not just going to build it and hope that they come.  Numerous times I’ve said this is how you do it, 
here is a link to the forms, start a petition, and as far as I know, no one has put anything together for it. 
 
(Reviewing the page together on the monitor) 
 
So traffic on the site can be pretty slow in the winter, but it will definitely pick up come spring time.  You know  one 
of the biggest hurdles I faced when we were getting the page started, was that most of the people around the 
table had no idea what Facebook was, had never seen it, had never been on Facebook, and it was a scary thing 
they didn’t want to touch it.  SO part of it was showing them this is what Facebook is, this is what it looks like, here 
are other organizations that have had success with it, this is what ours can look  like, this is what we can do with it.  
So it was educational all around. 
 
So would you say that one of the biggest challenges to get it up and running was to get it through the wall of “we 
don’t know, we’re apprehensive...” 
 
Oh for sure, there was a lot of apprehension.  It was three years ago, and yes, Facebook was popular, but I think it 
was around that time that it was becoming popular with an older demographic.  I think there were about 8 people 
around the table, and maybe 3 of us had experience with Facebook, and the rest were very apprehensive, and 
didn’t know what it was at all. 
 
Who was at the table?  Was it just Parks and Rec and Planning, or was Corporate Communications there? 
 
Yep, Corporate Communications was there too, and she is still an admin on the page too, over the years I’ve added 
more people as admins.  If I’m off for a week, it can’t just sit, especially if it’s spring or summer or if there’s a 
project on the go.  But I don’t think know that Corporate Communications visits on a regular basis, I’ve been the 
only one who has been posting or commenting on things. 
 
So they have the ability to access it when you’re not around. 
 
Yes, that’s a good thing, 
 
How many hours a week would you say that you are on the Facebook page? 
 
Off season, maybe, maybe 2 hours per week, on season, 10 hours. No, maybe 5 hours, it’s hard to say. 
 
One thing that attracted me to this to say WOW look at how they’re using this thing, was the responses and 
dialogue that you’re getting between people, where they ask a question and there is a response usually. 
 
Yes, it’s a struggle sometimes because I might not know the answer – it may be a questions regarding something 
I’m not involved with, say the design of a park. So I have to take that question and forward it to someone and hope 
they’re at their desk and can get me an answer as soon as possible.  I’ll usually put up a response saying “we’ll 
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check on it for you, get back to you right away” so they know that their question has been heard, but often I’m not 
the one who can really answer the question. But I think my colleagues, and those who have been active on the 
page as well have been really positive about the discussion that it’s generated and they want it to be a success as 
well.  It’s been a positive development in terms of how we do our job. 
 
In terms of the use of the site. Do you see it being used in more ways that you originally intended or ways you 
didn’t think of? 
Oh yeah, for sure.  Initially we thought it would be good to post “here’s our next meeting time” or posting some 
plan concepts, etc.  But people have come to the site and said, “we notice at Basil Grover Park that there seems to 
be a ton of garbage around, but there’s garbage cans?” So I will repost to the page saying “Here’s what’s 
happening, what are your ideas folks?”  
 
And that gets traction from the community immediately? 
 
Yes.  Just posting a neutral question like that, not blaming anyone, they’ll step in and say “yah guys, this is awful, if 
you see anyone doing this, make sure you tell them to use the garbage cans and stuff” but I love it when they step 
in and police each other.  Sometimes I’ll wait a couple hours and see if someone else steps in instead of us 
stepping in. 
 
So the people have more ownership of the park, they feel more like a community? 
 
Yes. They show ownership and pride, and they feel valued as well. That’s the big thing.  They know their voice is 
being heard, because we are pretty quick to respond.  We’ve also been able to recruit instructors for camps as 
well.  We also have moveable pieces at Victoria Park where we need to remove the ledges for events, so we give 
them a lot of advance notice, so there’s less of an outcry.  They know when and why long in advance.   Or like 
when new skaters have come or are coming to London and they want to know what’s good or where things are, 
it’s easy. 
 
I get the feeling that it seems to be a more organic connection with the end users of the park, versus other 
recreational facilities or pools and splash pads, maybe because it’s a tight group? 
 
Yes, a tight group, and they’re on Facebook every day!  That’s why we started.  We’ll have events or meetings, and 
we won’t get a ton of people out.  It might be the time of day, or transportation issues, or who knows, but this is 
like an online, 24 hour public meeting.  That was the impetus.  This is where they are, and we need to go where 
they are if we want the information from them. 
 
Prior to this being out there, was there attendance by skateboarders at public meetings? 
 
I don’t know for sure about attendance, but I do know that we are getting WAY more feedback than before. Like 
10x more feedback. 
 
Do find that this is being used as more of a two way conversation than the main City of London Facebook page? 
 
Yes, because this is a way more targeted audience. 
 
So you being conversational versus using it as a broadcast tool... 
 
I’d say it’s really half and half – you can compare the posts someone else has started on the page versus us, I think 
it’s good that they’re using it as well. So we’ve been able to use it to ask questions about replacing things, and so 
have they. 
 
So they’ve kind of co-opted it as well – I saw a post about someone asking for pictures of them on the vert ramp at 
Medway when it first opened... Do you think that people who ask things like “Hey I’m from out of town, where are 
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the good places to skate in London” Do you think they’re looking to you for the answer or the other people on the 
site? 
 
Yah, sometimes I’ll wait a half a day or so to see if anyone responds.  But its great that we can just link them to our 
City of London Web Page and parks maps and show them where the parks are, etc.  We can just give them a lot of 
information.  Like this post here – “We need a park in this area, there’s nothing close by to us.” So I can say here is 
the link to the form they can fill out – a notice of interest – which goes to parks planning. 
 
I’ve noticed that Kiwanis Park – they posted on the site that they said some of the concrete was crumbling.  Is it 
good to know this stuff? 
 
Yes, it’s sped up a lot of maintenance on parks, and helped us prioritize what we need to do next.  We might not 
have the budget for it, but parks planning might, but they’re able to keep on top of the maintenance a lot better.  
If there’s a maintenance issue, I’ll send it right over to Park operations, and they’ll take care of it quickly.  So it’s 
super easy.  And I’d rather see it on here, than say, have a 15 year old on hold for 15 minutes, or searching through 
the directory and not know where to look to find the information he needs to tell someone. 
 
Maybe we can talk a bit about Byron – I saw a post about a kid who was complaining that there was no park in 
Byron, and I saw you respond with the notice of interest post.  Did that spark the process? 
 
No, Parks Planning has an 8 or 10 year plan about where skateboard parks are going to be built and I’m pretty sure 
Byron was on the books. But having a group of skateboarders who are pushing for a park in a neighbourhood can 
help get the process done a lot quicker, and they’re able to drum up support and rally their community, so it’s not 
just the City swooping in and saying “thou shalt have a skateboard park in your neighbourhood” it’s skateboarders 
taking ownership saying this is what we want, this is why and we deserve it.  So it’s about a year long process from 
when they’re ready to select a site, we post the public meeting schedules, as designs come through, we ask for 
feedback, and that way if you’re not able to come to a meeting, you can still make a comment.  I’ll funnel that 
information back to Parks Planning, and they can tweak the design based on what we are hearing.  There’s a ton of 
back and forth. 
 
 Was there a plan to say let’s build skate parks here instead of letting kids build wooden (and scary) skateboard 
ramps in dead ends in their neighbourhoods?  Was there an effort to co-opt it, bring it in and say let’s build skate 
parks, and have some level of control over it, and mitigate our risks? 
 
The first skateboard park that was built was Woolsley Barracks.  That was community members who started the 
process and had a ton of materials and supplies, like concrete, donated.  The City, back in the late 90’s, stepped in 
and said we’ll put X amount of dollars in if you raise this much.  So we now have three levels of skate parks here in 
London, neighbourhood, district and City level parks.  So Byron is a neighbourhood park, and the new White Oaks 
will be a district level park, and it depends on the number of youth in the neighbourhood what level of park it will 
be.  And that’s for budgeting reasons.  Like if we only have $150,000, you’re not going to get a huge park. 
 
So has there been less damage with an increased sense of ownership of the parks?  I’m interest because 
Skateboarding has a sense of a ‘culture of deviance’ associated with it – a “Skate where they tell you not to”, etc... 
 
I haven’t heard of anything, and I would think if there was major damage on public property, that they would ask 
us to post something about it.  Graffiti is always going to be an issue with skateboard parks.  We have to remove it 
because we have an anti-graffiti bylaw.  It applies as much to skate parks as it does a private building.  It’s illegal 
according to the City of London.  But we know it’s going to happen, but our Park Ops tries.  We could be out there 
every day, but they will just put it back up.  The kids have actually asked if it’s OK to graffiti there.  There was one 
post “Whoever keeps painting dicks all over the pool needs to stop because they close down the park to take it 
down.”  I love that they are self policing here.  I don’t if it changes anything, but it’s better than us posting and 
wagging a finger. 
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I had looked at some of the design drawings that you had posted, and I was looking at the number and timeframe 
of comments that you received.  I noticed there is a lot within a short amount of time, but there was still the 
opportunity to comment a year later. 
 
Yah, we’ve had to say sorry, it’s already been built a couple of times, but that’s OK. 
 
Do you find that this is more effective in getting feedback than other methods with regards to these types of 
projects? 
 
Absolutely.  The speed of feedback, the number of comments we receive – it’s a great opportunity to give it.  You 
may only have 10 skateboarders out at a public meeting about a City wide park like Medway, but they might all live 
in that area.  We know a park that size is going to draw considerable users once it’s built, so it allows people to 
comment on it if they can’t get to the meeting, maybe they haven’t seen the signs saying this is happening, it really 
draws a wide range of people who comment – sometimes even parents commenting on behalf of their younger 
kids.  
 
Are most of the people, the fans, younger people? 
 
What surprised me is that over 50% of our fans are between 18-24.  I thought it would be younger than that.  We 
have some fans from the UK – maybe they think it’s London England?  But then again, we do have a number of 
people who like us from the States.  Maybe they like skateboarding and want to follow what we’re doing.  We have 
the majority from London, ON, but there are a number from neighbouring cities as well, like Kitchener, etc.  So it’s 
kinda cool that we can draw in skateboarders in from other areas who might come in for a day to skate.  (Provided 
a copy of demographics page)  The insights page is a great tool for looking at your usage and demographics.  You 
can see how many people are talking about your page, who likes it, how much they’ve shared, etc.  When we first 
started the page, I wanted no one to say anything about it, just to see how many people just found it on their own. 
And, within a week, we had 5 people join without any advertising.  But that wasn’t cutting it. So I sent it out to my 
network, and asked people to share it as well, my colleagues, and we send it to a couple of pages, however, when 
we got in touch with Rick from The Board Shop, which is where they all go to buy their boards, within 3 days we 
had 111 new likes.  Now we have over 1300 likes.  It just keeps spreading. 
 
I had gone into Facebook ads and looked at targeted ads, and filtered how many people between the ages of 13-24 
classified themselves as living in London and had Skateboarding listed as a ‘like’ and there was 3000, so to have 
access to almost 50% of a potential end user of a park is pretty astounding.  Is there any advertising that goes on 
park signs about the page, or like a smart tag that the kids can scan with their Smartphones (they’re all carrying 
them these days) that links to the Facebook page? 
 
I don’t think it’s advertised like that – we’ve never done that before.  We’ve never taken an ad out or anything 
either.  Although the smart tag thing is a great idea. 
 
Are you using the insights page to evaluate the page? 
 
We did at the beginning.  Not so much now.  But it’s a great way to say - Yes, we can clearly evaluate the project.  
For a day, a week, a month, a year.  One issue that was a concern for the folks around the table was privacy.  
Especially with the 13 year olds we have who like the site... if there’s some creeper on the page, and a kid’s profile 
isn’t protected they can see whatever you’re doing.  We can’t control their level of privacy – so whenever we have 
an event posted, I hide the attendees or invites, so no one can tell who is going to be where, when.  We don’t let 
people post photos or pictures on the site, just to take it out of the equation so we don’t have to worry about 
privacy or anything like that for kids under 18. 
 
Could you talk about the benefits of the site? 
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We could have never reached this many people had we not started this site.  I am pleasantly surprised every day 
about how positive the comments on the site are.  There’s always a few who aren’t going to like anything, but by 
and large, they’re super nice, often thankful about the work we’ve been doing.  We have no regrets.  It’s certainly 
the way we needed to do.  We were well overdue, and other municipalities need to get on board. 
 
Has it changed the way you design parks? 
 
In the sense that there are added steps, yes.  There are more voices in the mix.  And how do you weigh comment 
that might be from Malaysia? Or somewhere not here?  That would be a good question for parks planning. 
 
So if you need to forward a concern or comment, how do you do that? 
 
Usually I’ll email a screen capture.  Not everyone has Facebook and could  go on to the Facebook page and look at 
it.   
 
We’re out of time for today - thank you so much for your time and insight! 
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APPENDIX D 

Transcribed Interview with Lisa McNiven and Jeff Bruin 

 

Interview with Lisa McNiven and Jeff Bruin, Landscape Architects, Parks Planning and Design, City of London 
(Julie Michaud, Landscape Architect, Present for first 10 minutes of Interview) 
3:00pm Thursday, January 19, 2012 
 
Can you tell me a bit about how you get people to come out to meetings? 
 
Lisa McNiven- We send out a hundred letters and we may get 10 people out at the meeting.  Unfortunately the 
way we do it now is that the letters go to the property owners on the tax roll, so the actual resident, if they rent, 
may not get the information they need to know what’s happening or if and when they should attend a meeting.  
We don’t leaflet a neighbourhood.  It’s always addressed to someone.  I don’t know why we don’t just mail to 
‘occupant’.  Our mail out policy is within a 200m radius of a park, and that generates a mailing list from our 
database of property owners.  
 
Most people my age or older (50) see Facebook as a generational divide.  They don’t understand it, and don’t have 
time to learn something new, or don’t want to.  In some ways, to assume everyone’s on Facebook is a mistake.  
There are generational differences.  I don’t think it would be good to do just one way of communicating. 
 
Jeff Bruin – London is undergoing a civic engagement policy.  They’ve just finalized the idea of what they want to 
accomplish, and now they’re going on to getting the feedback.  So we’ve been talking about HOW to it... So we 
want to add social media into it, so people have a variety of options to engage with us.  You know, they can spend 
5 minutes while they’re waiting in the car to pick up their kids from soccer, or if they want to spend 2 hours to 
come to a meeting, there are options. One of the biggest things is that – is what I have to say actually going to be 
heard?  You know, we don’t want to spend hours upon hours coordinating public meetings and letter campaigns, 
only to have 3 people respond.  It’s not a good use of our time either.  So if people are engaging online, we can use 
that to make our own jobs more efficient. 
 
Julie Michaud – how do you tell the good comments from the bad comments?  If someone’s just ranting about 
something that might not actually relate to what you are saying how do you filter that out?  If it’s a newspaper 
comment, there isn’t a level of personal responsibility because you can be anonymous, but on Facebook you have 
to have a profile I guess, so there is more of a sense of accountability to your comments.  Some are going to be 
helpful, some won’t. 
 
As a city worker, whose time is tight already, what is the expectation on our end, how active do we have to be?  If 
there is an ongoing dialogue?  Is this going to be part of our daily task?  Are we constantly engaging and answering 
people? 
 
Jeff – We’ll have to hire our teenage sons and daughters LOL. 
 
Julie – Or will there be a new job to be a communications liaison?  We spend so much time responding to phone 
calls and emails already, to throw Facebook in there... I wonder what the expectation would be? 
 
Jeff – One of the things I’ve learned about engagement from this whole process we’re going through this year is 
that people – like if we’re dealing with 7 irate homeowners on a project that will affect thousands of people, we 
perceive that as a problem about it that’s coming to us from the community, but another way to look at is – maybe 
it’s a problem in the way we’ve portrayed the information to them... so maybe we need to give them the 
information in a different way.  There will always be someone who wants to complain.  But they should be a 
minority.  Most people who complain it’s because we haven’t effectively communicated the ideas of the project.  
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Like, we may have booked a public meeting looking for input on a pathway alignment in a nature park, and people 
show up to the meeting wanting to stop the pathway from being built.  It’s not about that – it’s about where the 
pathway will go.  That has already been decided that there will be a path there.  So it’s not the right place to 
address that...  So the ways that we communicate – we need to be more specific with what we’re communicating 
in the future. 
 
So one of the things we’re working on with our new public engagement strategy is 4 different levels of 
engagement, within each of those 4 categories, there would be different ways the public will interact – whether 
they be leading the process or us just informing them, whereas our current policies never differentiated the public 
could expect to give at different levels of projects.  SO this new policy tries to set benchmarks as to what level of 
engagement the public can expect on certain project. 
 
Lisa – One problem that I’ve had – I had to do two operational replacements of skate park features – Vic Park and 
White Oaks.  And Laurie (Quinlan) was vehement that we communicate with the skateboarders about what we 
were doing.  And the only issue I had with how much public participated. In some cases we didn’t want them to 
participate at all.  It was just a replacement of something broken – we wanted to just buy another one to replace 
it.  Because of time and money we just wanted to replace it simple.  But then, it might not be a bad thing, we made 
slight changes to the design of the replacement things. But at some point, we just can’t talk about it anymore.  We 
just have to do it.  So the kids just wanted to engage and engage and engage, and we just needed to tell people, 
look, they’re being built as we speak, timeframe is over.  So it was just a minor thing, but it put a wrench in what 
we thought was an easy project. In the end though, we got a better product, and they’re happy with it, so... it was 
OK.  You just need to set out a timeframe or expectation at the beginning.  You know, I’m not a skateboarder, so it 
was good to get the opinion of skateboarders on it.  
 
Thinking about the times when you’ve used the Facebook page to communicate about repairs or replacements or 
new parks, or like the Byron Skate park.  I know it’s been in the works for a while.  Would you have seen more 
people come out than had it not been advertised through Facebook page? 
 
Jeff - That one was funny, because we did advertise through the Facebook page, but there was a group of local 
youth who had created their own Facebook page about it, so they were all consulting each other through this one 
Facebook page and designing their ideal park with that page.  So we had about 17 kids show up, we expected 
about that.  They brought full out designs with them – probably even better that what our consultants had 
produced! And the reality was the designs they brought (there were about 4 who were explaining their designs) 
the reality was that there were 30+ kids behind the scenes who worked on those designs and contributed input 
into them. So we took their designs and gave them to the consultants, and they tweaked their own designs. So the 
majority of the engagement that took place was on their own accord, on their own site.   
 
Lisa – It was definitely because there are less restrictions, less formality on their own site.  They have their own 
rules of order. 
 
Jeff – But there was a lot of input from our page too, as with all the other parks, but it was neat to see these kids 
do it on their own, without us facilitating it. 
 
Lisa – the original meeting when we were deciding where to put that park there was two mothers who had 
skateboarder sons, and they had put two petitions together for the park.  We had put together a mail out, etc, 
what we usually do, but it was really those mothers who were disseminating information out to the people around 
who would use the park, and their kids, as well as the people from around the park who didn’t want it there. So 
Facebook there – I’m not sure that Facebook played a big role in bringing people to it.  There were people there 
from outside the community – I think because I had been to a meeting the night before in a neighbouring 
community where we weren’t going to have a park there, so they came to that meeting to make sure they could 
get a park, if not in their neighbourhood, then close by.  There was one kid, Alex I think his name was, very polite, 
smart kid, I know Andrew (Parks Manager) had said, gee, I wish we could just get him to design it for us. 
 



80 
 

Jeff – I think he’s working towards that as a career. 
 
Lisa – It’s a liability thing though.   
 
How much of what the kids did in the background with the designs they brought – how much did those designs 
impact the final design of the park.  
 
Jeff – Realistically I think 90% of what they wanted we incorporated into the design of the park.  They came to us 
with blank slate designs, not knowing where the site would be, what the grades would be, where the trees were, 
etc. But they were all uniformly on the same page with the style of park they wanted to see.  There wasn’t a group 
who wanted a bowl, and another who wanted a plaza or street course, they all came and wanted a plaza style 
park, so that helped us zone in on what exactly they wanted.  So they listed off their wish list of features, and 
again, we were able to confirm features they wanted to see, and we went to the consultant to design it, and came 
back and showed how all the features were incorporated into the design, and worked with the topography, etc.  
We came back a month later, and had them highlight things they liked or didn’t, so we could tweak a final design 
with the consultant. 
 
So were these public meeting style meetings or were they design charettes, etc? 
 
They were public meetings, but specifically with the youth and skaters and bikers. 
 
So you were focussed with the intent of the meetings, like you were describing earlier in the strategic plan – it’s 
been decided, we’re going through, this meeting is for design only. 
 
Jeff – Yes.  We actually said, if you’re not going to be using the park directly, this meeting is not for you.  We’ve had 
parents come with their 6 yr old skateboarder kid, and the kids have great ideas, and the parents say I don’t 
know!!! It looks dangerous! Ramps too high!!   
 
So were the kids personally invited back to the meeting? Was there a public call? 
 
The first meeting was open to the whole community, and at that meeting we get their contact info.  Then the 
second meeting, we contact them and ask them to come.  We still market it on Facebook, but in the context of 
design, not argument about if or where.  We’re not re-inventing here.  We’re going with a plaza, etc.  We’ve done 
that with every skate park, and it seems to work well for us. 
 
What are the potential benefits of communicating with the kids on their level and involving them in the process? Do 
they feel more ownership or responsibility for it? 
 
Jeff – At the design stage, yes, they are the most excited people to work with – more so than people who want a 
soccer pitch or anything else.  The skateboarders are really pumped at the end of the consultation – that they see 
that you are listening, and that they’ve had a say in something that will get built that they can use.  When it’s built, 
I’ll go to the skate park, and kids will call me by my name – and I can’t for the life of me remember their names, but 
they seem proud of their accomplishment. 
 
Have you had any offers for lessons? 
 
Jeff – Hahaha, I actually bought a skateboard for my son off of one of them who builds skateboards in his garage.  
Yah, so the Kiwanis skate park, we worked with a small group to design it, and get it built compared with the 
thousands of people who use it now.  We dealt with 30 people who helped design it, and those 30 people did take 
a lot of ownership, even though it may be hard to see on site now... Like we had vandalism there where someone 
had yanked out bushes that we had planted, and the group we did the design with, they called me the next 
morning and said, we’re sorry this happened, we’re going to get folks together to put it back in place... We went to 
skateboard in the morning and saw what happened, so we went home and got shovels, and replanted everything. 
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That’s pretty amazing that they didn’t say – hey, you need to come fix it, they said this is our park, we’ll fix it. 
 
Jeff – Yah, the general public might not see that kind of commitment to the park, but it’s there.  It may be a small 
percentage of the people who use it, but those who were involved with the design, absolutely. 
 
Do you see that having a greater impact on them in terms of their civic responsibility more so than someone who 
might not have been involved? 
 
Jeff – I hope so – that’s the intention of engagement is to build positive relationships with the community we’re 
designing with.  Gets them more involved in a positive way, especially a sector of the population that, teenage 
boys for example, are the hardest group to engage, so any time you can get them to sit down and work with them 
positively, it’s a big step forward for everyone. 
 
I’ll ask a question of the value or weight of Facebook comments vs. a comment at a public meeting or a letter that 
had been written?  Are they weighted equally?  Or is it better to have it because it’s recorded, vs. at a public 
meeting, where notes may be just loosely taken? 
 
Jeff – That’s a good question.  Rightfully or wrongly, we’ve probably taken comments at public meetings to a 
higher standard, and while we’ve tried to incorporate as much of the Facebook feedback on our designs as much 
as we can, the reality of it is, that it’s coming at you from multiple directions, and potentially at the wrong time of 
the design process, so we’ll take as much feedback as we can at the right time of the process, but that feedback 
tends to continue on for much longer than you can take that feedback. 
 
Maybe that’s because it’s always up there.  I noticed on the ledged, 95% of the comments happened within 24 
hours, then a few a month later, then one in October. 
 
Jeff – Yes – for Kiwanis, we posted designs and accepted feedback for a two week period, and we got a lot of really 
technical feedback on Facebook – like can we have a 1 inch bevel instead of a tube, or could we have this instead 
of that.  So it was really much more detailed on Facebook than the public meeting, which was much more 
conceptual or big picture.  Probably because people go to sit at home and really look closely at the drawings for a 
couple nights straight, and write down questions, etc.  Because the questions tended to be smaller in detail or 
nature, they were easy to accommodate. 
 
Maybe that has to do with the forum – they had time to mull things over, and craft a comment that would be 
directional and targeted vs. saying something at a public meeting. 
 
Jeff – Yah, I think you’re right – Facebook gives the opportunity for much more detail oriented questions or 
comments, which at the end of the day, created a much more successful project. The success of these types of 
projects are in the details – that’s what makes then successful or not.  That’s an interesting observation. 
 
Lisa – I think one thing – in the planning stages, like at Byron, we had petitions for and against, but because so 
many of the skateboarders came to the public meeting, and not so many of the anti-park people came, it kind of 
negated the anti-park argument.  But to be fair, most of the people who were against it might have been older 
people who might not have been able to get out to a meeting at night?  So I know we’re talking different things, 
but I think we, as Parks Planning, wanted a park in that neighbourhood, but there was an equal amount of petition 
names for and against, and because we only had 6 against show up...  
 
Jeff – Lisa, I know you were coordinating it at that point, did the City have a Facebook page set up for the against?  
No.  Our Facebook Skateboarding page is specifically set up for skateboarders, not the general public.   
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Lisa – Not in the planning stage.  We were just choosing a site, I just found that an issue, because the older folks in 
the neighbourhood didn’t show up, and the negative votes were thrown out.  I think petitions just don’t have that 
much weight any more. 
 
Jeff – One thing I always try to get across to people who I’m talking with about the skateboarders, is that they are 
by far the most accommodating user group we’ve worked with at the City, to ensure that the park design reflects 
the whole communities needs.  Like if you’re dealing with baseball groups, all they want is baseball needs.  But 
skateboarders, the last thing they want to see, at least what I’ve seen in meetings, is a park that destroys the 
atmosphere of park that an adjacent apartment building has enjoyed for years, because they know that first 
skateboard park that goes is that’s a nightmare, the community will turn against building skateboard parks in 
London. 
 
Lisa – What was also interesting at that meeting was Alex, who is very pleasant, he may have actually swayed half 
of the people who were against it to be for it.  Just because he’s very polite, very respectful, and for these elderly 
80 years olds, who may have been frightened by “skateboarders, riff raff”, they liked him, and they liked talking 
with the kids because they were so respectful and polite. 
 
Jeff – All the dialogue that we’ve done with Facebook has allowed us to build more skateboard parks, and as a 
result, we’ve built 9 or 10 of them in the past 5 years, so that user group, which historically has had a negative 
connotation or image, mainly wrongly from what I’ve seen, but because we’ve built so many parks, and had no 
issues with them, the community gets a better rap within the greater community, so they see that skateboarders 
aren’t drug addicts, hooligans, underage drinkers, etc. 
 
Lisa – even parents and grandparents go to the parks with their kids and watch them, and can enjoy the park.  Even 
non skateboarders enjoy the park – roller bladders, bikers, I’ve even seen snowboards on them in the winter.  
Because the skateboard Facebook page has been so successful, I wish we could have one for bikers – they have 
their own private one, I think it would be a good way to tap into that community – they’re not just in parks, they’re 
all over the place.  They’re not a consolidated group, but they are on this Facebook page, and I thought it would be 
a good way to tap into their collective voice. 
 
Does it have to be an official City of London one?  Or could you just use that Facebook page, glean information from 
them like as a user.   
 
Lisa - We could, my nephew has said on that site, why don’t you get together and go to Parks Planning and ask for 
a park, and they said, go ahead if you have the time. 
 
Could you imagine the legitimacy it would give that group of users to have the City of London in an official capacity 
post on their site saying, hey if you want a park, this is how to go about getting one? 
 
Lisa - We’re writing a report right now for council to say that bikers need a park, but I only personally know two 
bikers, so the Facebook page that they have may be an opportunity to reach out and talk to them. 
 
Jeff – We’re almost out of time, and I just wanted to say that we really have to strike the balance in engagement 
strategy between Facebook and face to face meetings. 
 
I agree.  Thank you so much for your time and insight today.  I appreciate it! 
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APPENDIX E 

Transcribed Interview with Tiffany Mayer 

Interview with Tiffany Mayer, Corporate Communications Manager, City of St. Catharines 
10am Thursday, February 02, 2012 
 
Could you tell me what your role is at the City? 
 
I do the day to day maintenance of social media, Facebook, Twitter and just recently Google+, which is an 
experiment. I do website maintenance, write press releases, I write content for the bi-monthly newsletter in the 
Standard called the Current, I write the internal employee newsletter, that’s the bulk of it, other stuff here and 
there. 
 
Does the city have a corporate communications strategy or policy or community engagement strategy? 
 
The communications department didn’t exist before, I was a reporter before I came here.  Once a year I remember 
getting a press release from the City about the Santa Claus Parade. Really when the department started, we 
started from scratch.  We had to develop everything all at once.  As a personal user of social media, and at the 
paper, I knew its strengths for engaging people.  My boss does too. So we use it as way to get information out to 
people quickly in a format that they would want it in. Cause not everyone reads the paper anymore or listens to 
the radio. We do try to engage people in a very conversational way as opposed to a very stayed, bureaucratic way 
that I’ve seen other municipalities do it, and I follow a lot of municipalities, and I don’t see a lot of engagement 
with people, just posting a lot of links. I do a lot of that as well, but every once in a while I’ll do some St. Catharines 
trivia to try to engage people on the site.  If people post something on Facebook or Twitter, it’s my goal to get 
them a response that day or as soon as possible.  I want to be engaged by them, and them by us.   
 
So there’s some sort of 360 degree feedback then? 
 
The City is an easy target for negativity, people’s punching bags, but we’ve gotten a lot of positive feedback about 
it, and people enjoying how we are using it, the fact that we are a bit more candid and relaxed in our posts, I do 
have to reel myself in sometimes, but so far it’s been pretty good. 
 
It seems to me that approach really works, as opposed to other municipalities use of social media – like posting 
tenders and RFPs, etc, which might not be the best place for it, at least they’re wading in, right? 
 
For the past two years I’ve been attending a Municipality Communicators Conference, and social media has been a 
big topic, you have some people who are just petrified of it – “What if someone says something bad about the 
City?” well – so what – you leave it up there and address it as best you can, leaving the comments up there adds a 
certain level of credibility, we can take it, we’re not going to sanitize this page, we want people to be involved, and 
if you do that, they won’t. “Do you actually respond to questions?” – We’ve encountered communications people 
who run communications pages where people post questions, and they won’t answer them.  What’s the point of 
that?  It’s an easy way for people to get in touch with a bureaucracy that might otherwise be intimidated by or 
might not know how to navigate their way through it. 
 
Do you think that maybe there’s a reluctance to answer questions, or is it not having time? 
 
I think there’s a misconception about the time factor, that people don’t want to take it on because it will take too 
much time, for me I have a Facebook and Twitter tab open, so when I have a break from doing something, I’ll pop 
in and check on them.  I would say probably I spend an hour to an hour and a half per day on it, which really isn’t a 
lot, I think I love doing it so much, that it doesn’t seem like a lot? So there’s the time thing – people – why people 
don’t want to answer questions – saying the wrong thing. If I don’t know the answer I’ll say I have to look into it, 
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and then try to get them an answer asap.  I’m not sure why there is a fear of answering questions, of interacting.  
One City that does it really well is Regina – I checked last year and they have something like 13,000 likes. Which, 
Regina is a city of about 200,000, they are really interactive – they use their Facebook page as a way for people to 
lodge complaints, and they file them right from the page, and give them a number to follow up on – that’s the way 
to use it, social media isn’t just a feed of information and hoping people latch on – they’re there to be engaged and 
if you’re not going to do that, it’s going to fail. 
 
Is the City of St. Catharines currently using social media for planning or design outreach purposes? 
 
No, but it’s on the horizon – there’s a planner who is currently working on a comprehensive zoning bylaw for the 
city.  We currently have 11 zoning bylaws, and she is overhauling that – some of them haven’t been updated since 
the days when there was telegraph centers, so... THAT’s a permitted use in some neighbourhoods, but a doggy 
daycare isn’t? So it definitely needs to be overhauled.  She doesn’t use social media personally, but she wants to 
use it for this, as she’s heard of other municipalities having success with it.  She is looking at using Twitter, not so 
much Facebook, but if she does, she’d rather hook into the City’s main Facebook page, as we already have a critical 
mass there, and blogging to get people engaged, I’m not sure where she is with that, but she wants to use it as a 
tool to get feedback – so if she posts something on a blog, she wants the feedback.  That’s the purpose. 
 
In terms of social media tools being broadcast or engagement tools, how do you see the future of St. Catharines 
social media? 
 
I think both – we have an upcoming campaign to get the word out about our City Sustainability Strategy, 
“Catharine” campaign, so that will be to get the word out about what the city is trying to do, but the whole point is 
to get people engaged, and I’m really looking forward to working on that. As far as the corporate Twitter and 
Facebook, I see it being a mix of both, we put out the information and hope we get a bite – I’ll keep doing the trivia 
– it’s funny how people LOOVE trivia – the competition,  definitely. 
 
Do you get the same amount of feedback from Twitter as you do Facebook? 
 
I do. It’s different – shorter on Twitter, we get thank you’s, people seem very happy that we have this kind of 
presence. 
 
What kind of information is generated by social media – and how is it managed?  Is there an archive of posts, or is 
it just there. 
 
It’s there and as it happens, we get a lot of complaints about things – but it’s helpful complaints, like “Hey this 
traffic light isn’t working at this location” or “Is the snowplough coming down my street anytime soon?” but I don’t 
archive it, once it’s taken care of, That’s pretty much it. No archiving. 
 
Maybe for the planning and zoning? 
 
Yes, definitely, because she wants to use it going forward, to help create the documents, but for me, the corporate 
account is more in the moment.  Dealing with stuff in the immediate. 
 
How do you police the page, or a code of behaviour, or do you get that much engagement on the site for it to be a 
problem? 
 
The type of engagement that we get really hasn’t been an issue – there’s only been one post I had to remove 
because it was so egregious, but that’s been in two years.   I think that the way we respond to people’s enquiries, 
that they really appreciate that. We may get complain-y posts, but there’s an opportunity to ease that persons 
concerns, to give them the information they need to resolve their concern.  It’s worked at diffusing situations.  I 
haven’t had to say to anyone – people generally know that you don’t post defamatory stuff, you don’t post stuff 
that goes against the general moral of the community – it hasn’t been an issue.  I know a lot of municipalities have 
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their policy posted – so like business can’t post stuff, if you do this, you’ll be blocked, we don’t have that up. 
Because we were a new department when we started this up, we were like let’s just do this and get it up, dive in.  
People gripe, people complain, but it’s never been anything really obnoxious. 
 
That’s inspiring... I was at a meeting last night, and saw a councillor reading the online comments from the 
newspaper, and it occurred to me that those types of comments tend to be anonymous, where people can be more 
outlandish, whereas if you have a Twitter or Facebook account, you’re not faking accounts just to post outlandish 
things and not have it come back to you. 
 
It’s easier with Twitter I think, but I think people – we just don’t see it.  The newspaper comments are a whole 
other kettle of fish – I think it is because of the anonymity, and the papers are generally short-staffed, where they 
can’t be policed... however the internet is somewhat of a self-policing – and you tend to see the same people in 
the same pissing matches over and over... it can get out of control – whole other subject though. 
 
When you are going to the Municipal Communicators Conference – do you notice a type of municipality or group 
that is already using social media? Does it have to do with size? Like smaller municipalities without corporate 
communications people who might benefit from a framework? 
 
I would say smaller municipalities for sure haven’t done it – who’s going to do it, how much time is it going to 
take?  The one’s I’ve seen do it well, have a dedicated communications department, and especially younger people 
doing it.  Often at those conferences, the resistance and the fear is coming from the older generation – it’s 
completely uncharted territory for them.  Guelph had a really good campaign recently about their road 
construction – with all the stimulus funding.  They had to make light of it – to diffuse resident anger about it – they 
handled it really well responding to concerns.  If you have people who are younger it seems easier. 
 
Do you have any advice for municipalities on using social media? 
 
Yah – DO IT!  This is not a trend, people want to be engaged. Keep in mind that it’s a marathon, not a sprint. Seems 
like a cliché, but it’s true.  It’s the quality of the content, it’s the authenticity, it’s the tone of it, it’s how you use it.  
And ENGAGE!  Yes, it’s a way to get information out, but it’s an engagement tool, and treat it that way. 
 
Have you done any advertising with it besides just posting a link on the City’s website to it? 
 
We made up some posters at City facilities that have QR Codes on it to link to the page, and say follow us.  We 
wrote something about it in the newsletter for the paper, about one social media campaign in particular – the new 
performing arts center... but that’s about it.  We haven’t done a ton of promotion.  We’re at a point that people 
are going to look for it – if you’re not there, that’s your loss as a municipality.  I notice some municipalities aren’t 
using it to it’s potential – where it’s linked to their website, so all their Twitter posts are web updates – not 
conversational, boring, who’s going to look at it?  (the boy who cried wolf)  I posted about the dog licence 
deadlines – how there was still time to get a cat – a bit of humour that was received really well.  It’s mundane stuff 
made interesting. 
 
I know the city uses survey sites for things like the Burgoyne bridge project – have you seen an increase in traffic to 
those sites through social media pages? 
 
The company that hosts our website has a survey part that we use – our cultural department is using one right 
now to get some feedback – yes – more traffic right after we tweet it – otherwise I’m not sure how anyone would 
know about it.  Our website is a beast – as I’m sure are a lot of other municipalities – everyone wants the front 
page for something...  we have 2000 pages of information – how do you organize that so everyone can find stuff? 
Definitely effective in terms of getting that sort of feedback. 
 
In terms of the analytics side of the Facebook page, have you ever used it? 
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I’ve looked at it once, I haven’t really used it, but I don’t find the numbers very inspiring – why did that person 
unlike us???  But I find that the analytics are getting better, like everything on Facebook, constantly changing. 
 
I think that’s it for the questions for now, but I can email you if I have other questions? 
 
Yes, I’ll get Ellen in touch with you about the zoning stuff too. 
 
Thanks for your time. 
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APPENDIX F 

 

Transcribed Interview with David Motzenbecker 

 
Interview with David Motzenbecker, Landscape Architect – BKV Group Minneapolis; President Minneapolis City 
Planning Commission 
10am, Wednesday, February 8, 2012 
 
I read the article you had written for LAM, and thought, here’s someone who I have to talk to about this, and we’re 
on the same page. 
 
I’m not sure if you have a set list of questions you’d like to go through or if you just want to have a conversation.  
 
I do have some questions I thought about reading through some of your work, and in general some of the research 
I’m doing, and so I thought we might just have a conversation.  I read something on the commons that you wrote 
as well. 
 
That is the basis for the LAM article.  I was working with On the Commons and they commissioned me to look into 
that with them.  And that was the resulting work that came out of it.  The LAM piece was an encapsulation of that, 
because it couldn’t be so long.  The On the Commons piece was really more in depth and looking at how to apply 
it. 
 
I appreciate that, I like the way you’d written it, with the common knowledge phrases at the beginning, like “make 
hay while the sun shines”, etc.   
 
The reason I used those is because they are the standard 12 permaculture principles from the permaculture 
institute as obviously advocating for sustainable circular systems, and looking at how those systems work.  I’ve 
always been interested in urban ecology, the system and how that relates to, not only the green realm, but the 
public and social realm, like you’re talking about.  I don’t know how I stumbled across them, but as I was reading 
them, I thought it was a very similar framework to what I’d been thinking about for public engagement, and I think 
it could adapt very well, as both have similar goals. So I took the principles and tweaked them to reflect public 
engagement vs. the planting track, but the intention is the same.  I think framing it that way really helps people to 
grasp the meaning of it. 
 
Nice.  On my end of things I’m looking at the practical nature of things, like how cities and municipalities use the 
tools to get this type of engagement happening?  A lot of what I’m hearing from consultants and municipalities is 
that they know they need to start using these tools because they want to engage, but aren’t sure of how to use the 
tools to get that engagement, and I think a lot of Cities are missing the key ideas on how to use these tools to their 
maximum effectiveness. 
 
Or even using them appropriately.  There are often times that there is a perceived need to be on Facebook or 
Twitter, but not necessarily that it’s appropriate for you as an entity to be there. Some cities – it may not be best 
for them as they may have smaller populations, and engagement can happen on much more personal levels.  It can 
be scalable though, the small cities it may be cursory.  The cool thing about this is that it’s so new that there are 
not a lot of precedents.  I started looking at this in 2008 when no one was really looking at it yet.  Nobody’s doing 
it.  I just said this is ridiculous that no-one’s doing this, and it met with such resistance here in Minneapolis from 
internal planning departments, the mayor was on board, but he couldn’t counter the resistance to it – bigger fish 
to fry at the time.  So the planning department was completely terrified of opening up decision making to the 
general public. What I can tell that that is more of the standard response.  I’m interested because you’ve been 
talking to people more recently than I have about this, and it’s even ironic because just recently the planning 
director from Minneapolis just sent an email around saying ‘Hey – we should use Facebook or Twitter for the 
planning department” and I was like, didn’t I mention this a couple of years ago?  SO I think the planning 
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departments are coming around to it, but I still think the majority have a sense of “I am a professional”, and I get 
that.  I went to school, and I’m professionally trained, how would I feel if someone completely removed my 
professional opinion, or purported to do that, and instead just listened to the general populace. So I can 
understand how that would be threatening.  But I turned it around, and said, I can still guide the process, insert 
questions, into Facebook, Twitter, wikis and help guide the process, I don’t have to completely step out and let the 
process just wash over me. As a professional I can still have my two cents and tweak it.  We’re trying to frame it as 
another rung on the public participation ladder.  That we weren’t removing the tried and true face to face, and you 
shouldn’t.  People need to see people, they need to look them in the eyes, they need to have that human contact 
to really build the relationships.  I think any of these web 2.0 pieces can augment and strengthen that, but 
ultimately you need to still have those face to face relationships.  So I think of it as just another piece of the puzzle.  
Let me back up a bit.  Here it was met with such resistance, that I wanted to try baby steps.  So I was trying to say 
ultimately the goal is that people start with the planning departments from the beginning and help shape 
documents, if we’re talking about comprehensive plans, they’re bringing up the ideas that are shaping it from the 
very outset, they’re not just reacting to multiple tracks that you guys are writing in your own vacuums, cause you 
guys are the planners and you know what you’re doing.  That’s scary.  So what we started with was a sense of OK, 
this is another tool, just like public meetings with comment cards, and for now, you can choose to take what 
information you want.  So that was more comfortable to them.  Over time, I think we need to build it up where 
there are people involved from the beginning.  Does that make sense? 
 
Absolutely.  Sometimes it’s appropriate to take baby steps instead of just diving right in, from both sides, from the 
staff and planner side, to the public’s side – if it’s new and a history of engagement is not there, they may distrust 
it. 
 
And not everyone is familiar with the technology.  You have to approach it generationally.  This is the first time in 
history that we have four generations in the workplace, the ‘greatest generation’, the ‘baby boomers’, the 
‘generation x’, and ‘generation y’ all still there, and so each one of those generations has it’s own communications 
style and personality to it, and something that’s going to work for generation y, isn’t going to come close for baby 
boomers. So you have to figure out how to approach it that’s going to address all those personality types, because 
you don’t want to make any of those groups feel isolated or left out of the process, and you want to engage them 
all.  So that’s part of the challenge too, if you’re trying to create a wiki page or a Facebook page, how do you 
engage people so they don’t feel like they’re on the fringe, how do you write it so those questions you’re asking 
are understood across all generations.   
 
A good question to ask – how do we use the tools to effectively engage with the greatest number of people 
possible, and in some cases it may not be engaging with the most number of people possible, but engaging the 
people that want to be engaged in that way, and continuing to engage others in a way they like too. 
 
 Or you can find the community connectors, or the under the radar leaders.  These people aren’t necessarily going 
to be the president of the planning commission, or a council member, but might be well respected neighbourhood 
leaders, or others, who, when they say an opinion, people listen to them, even though they may not be the most 
famous, vocal or prominent.  Finding those people in your town and have them help you disseminate the 
information.  Minneapolis has a great network of neighbourhood groups. Very grassroots governance structure. 
Some neighbourhood groups are more organized than others, but there are 50 some neighbourhood groups in the 
city, and they are very focused and can get a lot done. So tapping into neighbourhood leaders, cause a lot of time 
that’s where the controversy is coming from, when you’re proposing a 5 story structure, it’s not the planners, it’s 
coming from the people who live around there who fear that it’s going to affect the places they live.  Like I wrote, 
personality really stems from the identity of a place, and when you feel threatened in your neighbourhood, it 
threatens you personally.  So when you start at the ground up, it’s really those grassroots community connections 
that would love to be involved.  Approach neighbourhoods like that and ask them to participate – recognize their 
leadership abilities and what they bring to the table.  As community connectors and leaders, who people listen to, 
can be very helpful in getting the process more widely accepted because it helps give them voices in the end.  
Ultimately the goal is giving people a stronger voice, cause we feel the system is broken, and that people don’t get 
the voice.  They’re given the ability to provide “input” but is worthless, because by the time most community 
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members are arriving to the process to provide input, a lot of the decisions have already been made, and 9 times 
out of 10, the input is not going to change it. So it exacerbates the process in a downward spiral cause people say, 
why bother coming out to these things if there’s no impact? And you end up only coming to the things that really 
make you angry, and every time they represent themselves, they’re seen as the ‘angry mob’.  
 
So you’re saying the process needs to start before anything happens, before the planning documents need 
changing, those community connections need to be in place before anything happens. 
 
Not established per se, but like I said, this is so new, there are a few people who have done this, that are doing 
social media processes that are very similar to what we’re talking about.  What I think is different from them, is 
that they’re just a web based version of what’s already happening.  What I’m talking about is a ground shift in 
thinking about how public engagement is done.  They’re just putting a web 2.0 face on the existing process.  
Fundamentally the whole thing needs to change from the ground up.  Do you know the book We Think?  Look at 
that book – Charlie Leadbeater, I saw his speak, the book is pretty brilliant, it was actually written using a wiki, had 
a loose draft, put it on the web, and let them run with it, and took it back, made final revisions, edits, but it was a 
collaborative writing of this book all about participation, collaboration, sharing information and why the web is a 
potent platform for that.  Giving people the opportunity to be creative.  So to your previous studies in social 
equity, and having that from the beginning, if people have the ability to put their heart and soul into it at the 
beginning, they’re less likely to oppose it because there’s a piece of them in it.  If someone’s willing to give that a 
shot. One developer who’s willing to push the boundaries, which is tough in today’s economic climate, you ant 
everything to be easy.  If you’re developing urban landscapes, condos apartments, retail, all those things because 
of the economic climate, is so difficult to get done in the first place, why would they want to throw a completely 
new way of doing it into the mix?  If we had a stronger economic climate, they might be a little more willing to do 
it, or, frankly, maybe if the idea of looking at a non-profit that stronger, there are a lot of non-profit developers 
whose ‘souls’ might match with the social equity piece, who then you could pair up with a community where they 
want to go, and say hey, why don’t we try a process like this.  Especially with a developer, you’ll have to provide 
cost benefits, or your services as a convener, or moderator free of charge or part of a research project you’re 
doing, so they don’t feel like they have to pay for something that’s untested or unproven.  Did you see Moneyball?   
This guy tried to save his baseball team by doing something that went against all convention, all the rules were you 
have to have scouts, who can look at a player and tell he’ll be great!  And he’s coming in with the stats guy from 
Yale, this is the info that actually produces wins. And he went against all odds and it worked.  So you have to find 
that same gutsy person that will give it a shot. 
Do you think social media networks, so you think this is more appropriate for certain types of projects? 
 
Whatever your process is, there has to be elements in it that address all generations.  You can’t just start the 
process and say OK I’m going to put up a website and Facebook page, and that be the process.  Cause you’re 
excluding a lot of people.  Start it out by still doing face to face meetings, outlining, asking questions that are 
appropriate to all generations.  Roll out the wiki page. Here’s the stuff, we want you to go in and rewrite it.  That 
was the thing that struck me was that we had more people look at the plan via the Facebook page than through 
the City’s website.  So that told me social media was effective in linking people to things, but nobody edited 
anything. SO that made me think, there has to be a way to make this more easily accessible, that’s it’s OK to mess 
with it, cause a lot of people might not think it’s OK.  OK to make a comment, but they’re not trained that it’s OK to 
dig in and change things by themselves.  The thing was up for a month and a half and we may have had 5 changes, 
three of which were mine.   
 
Do you think that’s because there was already something up there? Change what’s here, vs. You go ahead and 
write it, and I’ll offer my professional opinion.  
 
And that’s how we were framing it here, you guys can do all this at the end, and we’ll take it and tweak it, and that 
kind of defeats the purpose of doing it from the beginning.  What I took out of Charlie Leadbeater, you want to be 
at the place that you’re co-creating.  I mean someone has to initiate it. It just doesn’t come out of the ether, so 
someone has to say this is the framework.  It can be loose or detailed.  But you have to give criteria.  There was 
recently a developer who’s done the best job I’ve seen of it, where he had met at least half a dozen times with the 
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neighbourhood, and was very open and saying, tell me what you want to see in the neighbourhood, how it should 
look, etc. Made changes based on comments, but he set criteria at the beginning, I have to build a certain square 
footage here to make it profitable.  And that rubbed people the wrong way... In today’s society people are anti-
everything as a political climate, but that filters down into general society.  You should read “The Big Sort” It’s 
focussed on this idea that more and more people are sorting themselves into little enclaves, and no one 
respectfully exchanges ideas outside of those.  We’re moving into suburbs and surrounding ourselves with like 
people.  It’s insulating. No one knows how to engage with a different point of view.  It explains why this is not 
healthy.  A lot of people are already here, so they’re fighting that battle but separate, but related.  So when you set 
a criteria, as a developer, they think you’re trying to screw us, profit on the neighbourhood.  When in reality a lot 
of developments just break even.  It’s a stereotype.  So the big thing with this developer is that he lives in the 
neighbourhood, hired an architect from the neighbourhood, but it blew up into something incredibly divisive.  So 
who knows. Maybe if the neighbourhood was able to give criteria as well.  It’s so new and fascinating.  I think 
Facebook in and of itself, I think it’s more a tool to connect people, rather than exchange ideas.  
 
So there’s a level of buy in with Facebook though, where you have a ‘captive’ audience, or one that’s said I want to 
be hear and get information from you.  I think there are missed opportunities.  I think the better job they do at 
engaging people on those sites, the better job they do bringing people into idea exchange via other mechanisms. 
 
To do that, I mean, our planning staff is maxed out, and the last thing they want is to have to manage a Facebook 
page. With all due respect to their side of the coin, there’s plenty of crazies out there as well – just read the 
newspaper comment boards.  You don’t want to have your time sucked up having to manage that.  So how do you 
create an environment that is respectful, with a healthy back and forth of ideas that doesn’t result in finger 
pointing, and encourages freedom of speech.  So before a city is going to dedicate funds, or encourage their staff 
to do it, there has to be proof of value, so something already has to have been done.  There is all kinds of things – 
at the APA conference last year, there was people there who were working with augmented reality with an iPad.  
SO you walk to the corner at a neighbourhood meeting, to the vacant lot and hold up the iPad, and you can see the 
proposed building or you could have people draw their own building right there on the corner, and could connect a 
generic proforma to it... I used to do a less technical version of this, one of the exercises we did with block, build 
the building, and see if it works for proforma.  A big thing eye opening for people was that the two story building 
they wanted would never work financially.  So they recognize that they have to build something that works.  So it’s 
very flexible.  Take a picture and do it in a meeting room.  I’m still looking for an opportunity to test something like 
that out. 
 
So what I’m getting from our conversation and previous conversation, is that face to face discussion, round table, 
Saturday afternoon meetings, is still the preferred way to get people on board, get them charged up either 
positively or negatively, maybe the role for social media is to get the people to the table... Have your city be willing 
to engage on all platforms, may encourage trust and get people to these face to face meetings.  Instead of having 
few, polarized people there, how do we get the average person without a polarized opinion there who wants to 
share. 
 
You’re hitting the whole impetus of why I started looking at this in the first place.  One thing I kept pushing here is 
that this volunteer stuff.  You are not going to go out and volunteer for something that is of no interest to you, or 
has no bearing on your life.  So as much as you might want people to come out and share because you know it’s 
going to affect their lives as city residents, how do you make the connection and see it as an important thing.  
Sometimes you don’t.  Sometimes you cast the net wider.  Like what do we care if it’s just residents of the city? 
Let’s throw the doors open a bit, using the linux example – volunteers, writing code, it’s free, and all been 
collaboratively created.  So casting the net out widely can work.  So Melbourne was the only one doing it – they 
were doing it world wide.  Anyone who had an interest putting their two cents in could do it.  So that’s where 
there’s potential for capacity development.  Getting it from grassroots contributes, getting beyond polarizing 
people, by starting at community connector levels before you introduce, you have interest there.  It’s all in the way 
you frame it and set the stage.  You could frame it as the big behemoth project coming to destroy your 
neighbourhood, or you could frame it by saying it’s encouraging smart growth and will be good for the city.  It’s 
semantics.  So again, the project I’m referencing, someone on the opposition had done a sketchup model of the 
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building and had blown it way out of proportion and it was completely inaccurate, but it stuck in people’s heads 
and got them going.  It created a huge groundswell of people who are loud and vocal.  So how do you get the 
people who aren’t opposed to show up.  You have to tie it to their values and sense of identity.  It’s a tough one.  I 
don’t have an answer.  It’s so new, people are still picking away at it to find the best way. 
 
City of London example – kids cleaning parks after vandalism, etc. 
 
I think that’s a key point there – that when people are involved from the beginning they take ownership.  
Everything rises from there, because you’re giving someone responsibility for it.  Right now there’s a veneer of 
responsibility.  Giving true responsibility and engagement ... I was involved with a park project – and there are still 
people to this day who pick up garbage in the park because they see it as theirs. 
 
I appreciate your time today. 
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APPENDIX G 

 

Transcribed Interview with Ian Malczewski 

 
Interview with Ian Malczewski, Urban Planner, Urban Strategies, Toronto 
1pm Tuesday, January 24, 2012 
 
Basically I wanted to talk to you today after I spoke with Andrea about “Saskatoon Speaks’, using the Twitter, 
tumblr and youtube feeds amalgamated on their website, as part of the City Visioning project, and she said I should 
talk to you as you’re really the ‘social media darling’... Maybe what we could start with is what you do at Urban 
Strategies? 
 
Well, I’m a planner, an urban planner and I guess my role sort of changes depending on the project, but I often 
work as a project manager, researcher, writer, design work, sometimes do web development related to stuff, 
sometimes I moderate online forums, sometimes I go to public meetings and manage discussion at those, 
sometimes I design those, all over the map here, trying to think of all the things I do here – I act as a bridge or a 
liaison between a developer and the City or Municipal governments to shepherd development applications 
through the city’s approval process, that’s one of the big things I do, working for private developers looking to get 
approvals for different scaled projects mostly in and around the City of Toronto, but I’ve been outside the City.  
One of the big things I do – I work on large scale master plan projects, sometimes they’re public space master 
plans, sometimes they’re mobility studies, I’ve worked on one hospital, looking at urban design plans and 
guidelines and strategies to move different areas into a kind of 21

st
 century feel, depending on the context, for the 

environments. A whole range of stuff in the middle, but often I’m the first point of contact and often times the 
overall project manager – that kind of stuff. 
 
Sounds like you wear many hats! 
 
Kind of the nature of the beast when you’re a planner, you get a little bit of everything. A lot of research and 
writing, I have a good relationship with different people <unintelligible> most of the time. 
 
Well, it takes a talented person to be able to balance all those roles. 
 
You definitely have to manage time well, I’m not a big believer in people’s ability to multi task –it’s kind of a myth, 
so I at least try to juggle a whole bunch of things at the same time. Makes it fun, but crazy when it’s busy. 
 
Well, let’s just jump into your work with social media – do you use social media personally? 
 
I do. 
 
Was that your first interaction with it, or did you interact through the office and then get online? 
 
I’ve been on different social media platforms for long before I started working here; I’ve been working here a few 
years.  I’ve been on a few social media platforms as they become available... I’m not usually the first wave of 
adopters, but I’m usually in the second. I’ll usually wait it out to see if something is a flash in the pan or if it has 
some traction or application or use for me, then I’ll jump on board. Like something like Facebook and Twitter, I was 
on within the first year – maybe Twitter took a little bit longer, but it’s actually become my favourite one... I’m 
giving you a long answer to a short question. 
 
Does your office use social media for its own purposes? 
 
We have a Facebook fan page which is periodically updated with clippings, when our projects are mentioned in the 
news, or if our staff win awards, or something like that – so it’s kind of used in a way that’s often PR-y – advertising 
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or in a public relations sort of way – I’m an administrator for it – there’s myself, and one of the office coordinators 
who really takes care of it. I have a lot of ideas about how we could potentially use it, but I don’t know if they’d be 
more effective,  but I’m swamped with project work right now so it’s on the backburner.  Facebook’s really it for us 
– we don’t have Twitter.  We’ve developed stuff for clients, but nothing more for ourselves right now. 
 
Maybe we could talk about what you’ve developed for clients, that’s sort of where I’m going with my research, to 
see how we can use social media, be it Facebook, Twitter, flickr, youtube, that we can use in the design and 
planning aspects of the projects that we do so what kind of projects have you used social media in? 
 
I guess the main or biggest one or best example, it depends on how flexible you are with your definition of social 
media, but we use wordpress a lot – so there is shareability, interactive elements, comments, always a Twitter or 
Facebook interface button so people can share them around.  I personally developed 2 websites for projects in the 
past year, I hesitate to call them blogs, I mean they do have blogging components, but they’re project design 
websites that are kind of a hub for information about the general project.  We did one for a community design 
plan in Ottawa, the url is midcentretowntomorrow.ca – I think that’s it, but the url may have changed... you can 
Google it. (http://midcentretown.wordpress.com/)  Wondering why that changed – maybe we didn’t renew our 
domain name or something, anyways, sorry. 
 
 I didn’t know that wordpress had that type of platform that you could make it into a hub for projects – In my 
experience it’s been through friend’s blogs, etc on wordpress, but now that I think about it, it does have that 
possibility... 
 
It’s actually one of the – what’s awesome about it is that – if you want you can have zero blogging elements to it – 
you don’t have to have the whole reverse chronological updated feed of posts, you can just create a static page 
that links to documents, and even updated periodically – there’s a whole ton of websites around that are built on 
wordpress that are nothing like blogs, so the advantage for us is that we can do that.  It requires only minimal to 
intermediate understanding of coding - which I have- but you don’t necessarily need to be a computer science 
whiz to build something that is essentially functional and has a good design, it doesn’t take too much time, so on 
the economic side, it’s really just the price of registering your url, and paying to have ads removed, then it doesn’t 
look like a free wordpress.com page site. So for Mid Centre Town, we put one together, kind of a first stab.  The 
client (city hall) said they wanted some sort of website, but weren’t really sure how they wanted it to be used or 
what they wanted to accomplish with it, they – something I’ve encountered a number of times, one challenge and 
an opportunity – when people ask for something and they don’t really know why they’re asking for it, they don’t 
know how to use it properly or what they could achieve with it, it can just become another venue for saying the 
same things you’re saying in another place. But they knew they wanted one, so we built the website, and what we 
did was put all our project materials, so things like panels or power points or slides from public meetings went up 
the day after the meeting, we did the final reports and draft reports were prepared, we also posted them up as 
individual chapters, we created a blog role on the side that linked to other Ottawa specific blogs to try and insert 
ourselves into the Ottawa digital community that was discussing things that were happening in Ottawa. This 
actually turned out to be one of the most successful things we did. The main thing we did was used the blogging 
platform on this one, I wasn’t the main planner on the job – I was more tech support – Interesting to talk about – I 
think it’s important that the main planner or project manager on the job is also handling the web component – as 
you start creating more levels of people that the information has to go through – someone goes to a meeting and 
does a write up, and then gives it to me to post online, I don’t necessarily have the first hand experience of what 
happened at the thing to be able to use the medium the way it’s most effective – but anyways, that was something 
we learned.  We used it to invite people to public meetings, invited them to comment on draft reports, we most 
effectively used it for was to generate dialog, to develop the questions that were guiding the study.  So for 
example, the study area we were given was – it’s not like the residents have these set boundaries in their minds, 
so one of our initial posts was “what do you think the boundaries of this neighbourhood are?” and we got a bunch 
of responses to that one.  We asked people if they thought “the OMB Ontario Municipal Board had too strong a 
hand in shaping the area”, and we got a lot of responses on that one.  
 
Did you get responses directly through the website? 

http://midcentretown.wordpress.com/
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Yes, we asked people to comment on them, like a blog, the comments are right below the story – so we did that.  
So especially on the OMB one, there were lots of responses – I don’t know if you’re a planning student or 
interested in planning at all, but from a planner’s perspective that was really interesting to me, the discussion that 
came out of that.  Often times, I’m sceptical to a degree about how comments on a website can create useful 
dialog, but I think one of the keys to that is good moderation from whomever the author is, so the back and forth 
about the merits or whatever of the topic ended up being good.  
 
How would you say that resulted – say if they had chosen to use a Facebook site – and asked people to like it and 
direct people there – what do you think that benefits of wordpress are – the site design and ability to – like that it’s 
not so structured? 
 
I think the main thing was more control over the design, more control over the accessibility or how it can be 
shared. SO if you’re on wordpress, there’s a relatively easy way for people to still share the site with others on 
Facebook or Twitter, or email, etc. Where is we just did Facebook it’s a bit harder to get a broader, or connect to 
other media – not everyone’s on Facebook – you don’t want that to be your only digital discussion venue, cause 
you don’t want to potentially discourage those who are uncomfortable or unwilling or don’t have Facebook from 
contributing.  Useful to supplement something like this with a Facebook fan page, but I don’t know if having a fan 
page alone would be a great idea... 
 
So you would use it as part of the greater tool box. 
 
For me – the more stuff you have in your toolbox, the better, but there’s always the question of stretching yourself 
too thin – always a “form” that people have to be on the same page for a project, if that makes sense.  I think the 
Facebook fan pages are a good thing to have in the toolbox, but not necessarily the be all end all. 
 
Would the type of feedback that you got from Midcentretown – were you soliciting just textual feedback, or were 
there abilities to share pictures or ideas, or was most of that done at open houses and town halls? 
 
Andrea may have mentioned it  – what we did with limited success was to ask people to send us photos of 
Midcentretown that they thought represented the good the not so good and what they’d like to see, so what 
they’d like to see didn’t have to be Midcentretown, but photos of other places that they thought were nice.  In 
hindsight, the was that we did it probably required to much friction – what I mean is work for people to do, if I 
could go back I’d probably integrate it with a flickr pool or put a call out on other – we did put a call out on blogs 
and Ottawa centred blogs – there’s an apartment 613 and I think they cross posted our call for submissions for 
these different kinds of photos.  We didn’t end up getting a whole ton, and I think the reason for that is it’s a bunch 
of work to go out to a place and take a bunch of photos, and then email them to the administrator, who would 
resize them and then post them, it was just a bunch of layers of work, I think if we’d been better at hooking into 
existing communities where people are already doing that it would have made it easier on us, easier for people to 
do it, but there was definitely an attempt to use to solicit multi-media contributions from readers, we put some of 
our own up, I think we did get some, one person had a movie that made about the area, but couldn’t get 
permission from the other people he did the movie with to post it on the website so. Kind of unfortunate.  We did 
try, I don’t think it was as successful as we had hoped but we learned what we would do differently if we were 
going to try that strategy again.   
 
Do you think that – Just trying to think here – cause I know that I upload pictures through my Twitter and Facebook 
right from my cell phone – so if I’m walking down Midcentretown, I could take a picture and just tag it and upload it 
that way – do you think that would be a possibility? 
 
I think that’s one of the things we could be doing, and encouraging more of – with each new wave of Smartphones 
it’s just getting easier and easier to do, even compared to last year – I mean the iPhone has integrated Twitter so 
you can upload a picture directly from your camera app to Twitter, you don’t have to launch things separately – 
again, it’s a thing of friction, it’s just easier to do it that way – definitely.  There are ways to hook into data – say 
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with Twitter, you can set up a saved search that pulls in images taken at a certain geographic boundary, and then 
you already have a pull in of all the photos people are taking that are obviously public because they are on Twitter 
– so we can use them or engage with them without requiring any copyright permissions or anything like that.  SO 
there’s a huge opportunity to use public data that people are putting out there and geo-tagging or populating with 
other meta-data that can be helpful for studies, and I think that’s where a lot of this stuff is going.  I think we as 
planners in general need to figure out better how to tap into that resource, and also engage people in that media 
doing those things. 
 
Have you heard of any of the literature written by Jennifer Cowley Evans on this stuff? 
 
I have heard of her, just read a few of her online articles, I follow her on Twitter. I haven’t read any books or 
anything else besides some journal articles. 
 
Andrea and I presented with her at a conference in Boston last year that was all about social media and planning. 
 
Was that Social Media Week? 
 
No, that was something else. It was called planning tech at MIT, and we were invited to present some of the work 
I’ve been talking with you about, and just learn from a bunch of other people doing similar stuff.  We were on a 
panel with Jennifer, I have an academic crush on her – what she’s writing about is just super interesting, and I think 
she has her finger on the pulse of the forefront of how to use social media in public engagement processes.  She’s 
not super active on Twitter, but her papers are great. 
 
It sounds like, in the research I’ve been doing, and the literature review that I’ve been doing, there seems to be a 
real hub of activity going on about recognizing what potential it might have in planning.  As a student of landscape 
architecture, is there a possibility to broaden the use of it into a design field, or park management, or - we tend to 
work together in cohort when doing large projects like this, so is there potential on a collaborative design level or 
platform? Lower the cost of participation for the public that way? 
 
Sort of – I don’t know if the right platform exists to enable that yet, and I say that because so much of design work 
is much more visual and graphic than textual, and while you can embed some of that stuff in a post or tweet, the 
ability to really play around – a big part of design is playing – whether in a model or a charrette, tactile 
environments – I don’t know if there’s a collaborative platform yet, I’ve played with a few that have been really 
clunky, the closest thing I think offers the possibility, but not sure, Have you heard of the new iBook author 
software last week? It kind of flew under the radar, There’s no social component to it yet, in terms of enabling 
collaborative design stuff, but it’s a free ios based software that lets you design interactive ebooks, and is targeting 
primarily at textbook publishers right now – so they’re trying to revolutionize the textbook industry by creating 
new tools for cheap and light textbooks to be delivered on iPads, if you think iPads are cheap – the max price of a 
text is 14$. Anyways, it’s interactive books that can be published, but allow you to embed things like 3D into 
ebooks – so if you read a book on an ereader, they’re all just static. But you can’t twist around a 3D model, so 
there’s something cool with that.  If you’re interested you can look up ibook author or, whatever that file format is 
so people can use that... I’m off on a tangent, but I think that there’s definite possibility.  I think social media 
should be used in design a little more, but it’s all – I don’t know... 
 
You mentioned Google+ - I’ve never done it, but I saw where the Dalai Lama and Arch Bishop Desmond Tutu had 
one, and I believe that Obama has a state of the union address on it too... Have you hosted any hangouts or used 
any of that? 
 
I haven’t – but that might actually help in what you’re talking about with design, correct me if I’m wrong, I just 
don’t know... I was on Google+ for a while, and there just aren’t enough people – I’m increasingly wary of Google, 
but they’re so increasingly part of everything – so I’m not sure how much data I want to be giving them? Not like 
Facebook’s much better, but anyways, that might enable something like that... Isn’t it group video chat. 
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I think so – it would be interesting to see if there was something that could enable a group whiteboard or 
something to look at that you can all collaborate on one document... 
 
I don’t know if it’s Skype that you can share screens, even something like that – I don’t know how many people you 
could or would want to invite onto your desktop. I don’t know if there any programs that exist to really, it’s just so 
tactile, I just don’t know we’re there yet in terms of being able to play – like a Google map mash up, where you can 
say what you’d like to see where, but it’s just too not there yet... You almost want to be in a virtual reality to see 
how things are on the ground. 
 
Through the interviews I’ve been doing with people and companies and municipalities, in my interactions with other 
folks too, it seems that they are using social media more like a broadcast tool to then bring people in personally – 
they can comment quickly, or use it to physical meetings – public meetings, open houses, charrettes, etc. I know the 
City of London has targeted a very directed segment of their community – skateboarders – a new park being built in 
Byron, a part of London, through the Facebook, there was a group of 30 people, lots of kids who came with design 
plans for their park already done, so the Landscape Architects took it to their engineers, and was like, “let’s see if 
we can give it to them”  I think that’s almost a one off – I don’t think it’s the case for anything else I’ve seen – just a 
targeted segment of a population... 
 
I should qualify some of what I said – I think that’s a great example of what it can be used for – sounds like the 
teenagers arrived at a physical place to bring their drawings...  
 
Yes, I think they got together outside of the formal meeting to work on their designs, and came together because of 
the site, but they would never had a letter sent to them in the mail to say this was happening in the traditional way 
of a public consultation... you know, check the tax records, and send it to the residents within a certain area of the 
park, etc. Do you think – with Midcentretown – how did you direct people to the website? 
 
The city themselves have their own website, and gave it a banner on the site, but the most effective one – was just 
the cross post with other Ottawa blogs, at least a few.  So I wrote the editors, cause I have some experience as a 
“professional blogger” prior to being a planner, so I know a bit about how to share with other blogs, asking people 
to point people in the direction of our site, and to send us photos too.  By doing that there’s a spike – in the back 
end of wordpress there’s the analytics, and you can see the spikes or jumps from just those two blog posts alone, 
as they have massive daily readership.  It is hard to raise awareness, there’s a tonne of new websites every day 
being put up there, so if you want any attention on yours, a bit of cross promotion from other well established 
sites.  We thought that was effective, and drove a lot of traffic and got us a lot of subscribers for the rest of the 
project.  Kind of to your point, once we had driven the traffic to the site from the blogs, the people who came to 
the meetings – before we had a bunch of senior citizens, and after the online buzz, there was a lot of urban 
‘hipsters’ coming – and that was really cool – a cross generational dialogue going on.  Really cool.  I think at that 
point, one of the highest successes that social media can have is that it influences the face to face processes. 
 
Yah, that’s exactly what I was talking about – like the dinner table conversation – that the Facebook page wasn’t 
just a broadcast tool – it influences the responsibility the kids have to the park, keeping it clean, correcting 
vandalism on their own, because they had the sense of ownership of the project. 
 
Did the designers take the designs the kids had done and done some follow up on Facebook with it? 
 
I don’t think that it’s at that point yet with that park.  You know they didn’t say – hey, bring your designs down to 
the meeting, but some of the kids said, here’s a place that I can contact the city in my language, which is Facebook, 
and they said – hey we need a park in Byron, the City said, we know you need a park in Byron, you have to fill out a 
statement of interest form, so it kind of brings kids into the formal process, the bureaucracy of how to file an 
application, etc...  So then there was a series of public hearings on both the skateboarding and main pages of 
London, so in addition to the usuals, the stalwarts of a community, there were these 30 kids who showed up – and 
they had on their own said this is what want in our park – we don’t care where it is, but could we have this?  I think 
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the website’s been active for about 3 years – I don’t want to say it’s brought a community of skateboarders 
together, but it really has some interesting side effects other than just broadcoast. 
 
Did the city Parks department do this? 
 
Yes, it was one woman there who said look, we’re building all these skateparks, how do we get in touch with these 
kids who are the users of our parks? So they did some research... 
 
That reflects something I’m sure you’ve heard about – whether it’s Facebook or Twitter, the platforms are most 
effective at engagement when it’s around a specific issue. If for example, the City of London had created a City of 
London Parks page, not many teenagers are going to go like that page. But since there’s the skateboarding page, 
which people can self-identify with, people care or get involved.  That’s something that is in common with the 
experiences we’ve had.   
 
What we’ve also found is that a lot of the issues that we’ve had in person, can happen online too, there are the 
people who hammer away on their issues, so interesting that even though social media opens up these channels, a 
lot of the challenges are the same in terms of how those discussions get channelled effectively or moderated.  It’s 
amazing how much overlap there is between the two.  
 
One of the ways that social media could be more effectively used, not just for design, but even how we can use it 
as a PR machine, it’s most effective when it humanizes something that beforehand seemed inhuman.  So if 
someone via the City was tweeting or posting things like pictures of the planners getting ready for a meeting, it 
humanizes the process, it peels a layer away of institutional face that gets presented so it gets people a view into 
the lives of the people involved or behind the scene.  The processes that we use as planners and designers may 
seem pretty open when your doing them, but to others, they seem pretty opaque. That’s the real opportunity in 
bringing people into the process of designing their neighbourhoods. I’ve had a hard time in our projects to 
convince clients to relinquish control of the message, so it’s not this whole series of approval, it’s not the way 
social media is supposed to work.  It’s supposed to be personal, off the cuff, it’s not a universal rule, but it works 
most effectively that way, so I think that’s an area that has a lot of untapped potential. 
 
Do you have any other questions for me?  
 
 Thank you so much for your time!! I really appreciate it, it’s been a wonderful conversation with you today. 
 
You too, When you’re working sometimes you so in the thick of things that it’s hard to pull back and really think 

about it, so thank you. 
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APPENDIX H 

Transcribed Interview with Andrea Winkler 

 

Interview with Andrea Winkler, Urban Planner, Urban Strategies, Toronto 
1pm Tuesday, January 10, 2012 
 
I was hoping to interview because of your use of social media in Ottawa and Saskatoon. 
 
The Ottawa project was actually done by Ian – he’s someone you’d want to talk to about social media in this 
office... 
 
I know you’re a planner with Urban Strategies, could you describe what you do. 
 
I am a planner, and worked here for 5 years and in our office, the role of planner is project manager, coordinating 
internal team, sub-consultant team, making sure we’re on schedule and budget and all deliverables are being met.  
Another role often played is developing materials for the project, so developing the consultation plan which is 
done at the beginning of a project, which sets out what the purpose is for the life of the project, what the process 
is, what the mechanisms are, who the audience is that we’re targeting. Also, more traditional planning type things 
like developing policy, planning rationales and documents. 
 
The community consultation organizations, do you have a set framework for setting goals, what you’re going to use 
to reach your audience? 
 
To a certain extent, every project is different, so each approach is tailored to the project.  There are specific tools 
or mechanisms we will use as part of that consultation process, for example, as an aside, consultation happens on 
a multitude of different levels on a project, like development applications where there’s a statutory meeting, but 
doesn’t require a process set up from the beginning. So there are different contexts.  One was to develop the City 
of Vaughn’s Official Plan (*2008-2009*) – it was a city-wide consultation program, took place over a year.  Another 
one was for Regional Growth Strategy, which happened at Comox Valley in BC – so just different scales, that one 
was regional vs. Municipal for Vaughn.  We did a consultation plan for them too.  The consultation process was to 
develop policy documents in the end, so the consultation plan led to an official plan or growth strategy.  You 
mentioned Saskatoon Speaks where we created a vision document for Saskatoon, but there was no deliverable 
outside that document. So different contexts, different scopes. 
 
Did you use any social media in those projects? 
 
New media, not social media – relative to planning world – so we used videos for Vaughn and Comox Valley, but 
there wasn’t a mechanism, via social media for people to give dialogue about the project.  The feedback we got 
back from the community was very much still analog. 
 
Maybe we can talk about Saskatoon – since things have moved so quickly in the sphere of Social Media – with 
things like Facebook and Twitter growing exponentially – you’ve obviously worked with clients and projects where 
you’ve used social media – is Saskatoon the only one, or have you used it on other projects as well? 
 
Saskatoon is the only one I personally have worked with, and Ian has worked with one other client who used it.  
For Vaughn they wanted to set up a Facebook page, but someone else did that and it really didn’t turn into 
anything. Saskatoon was really the only client, but now you find in proposals that municipalities are looking for a 
social media package to be included in the project components.  
 
Are municipalities outlining exactly what they want to see? Or are they giving examples, or saying we want you to 
reach out to our community via Facebook and Twitter, and here are ways we can promote that outreach? 
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Well, partly. Very often it’s more that municipalities ask for these things because they know people are using 
them, and doing it, but I don’t know if there’s a full understanding of what these things do.  So I’ve seen RFPs that 
ask for proposals to include social media like Facebook, Twitter, mash-ups, and just list them all, but I’m not sure 
that there’s an understanding of how those tools can be used for this or that. 
 
It’s interesting because maybe what I’m gathering, in my experiences, there’s a real lack of research or 
documentations, and what the ROI is on it. 
 
My anecdotal opinion is that the people who put are the RFPs, the social media is part of a bigger project, like a 
master plan, or growth strategy, and you’ll probably have more senior people heading up those projects, and you 
know there’s a consultation program.  Often people who know more about social media are younger staff, but 
they’re not at the decision making level. That staff may have a better understanding of how these tools are used, 
and have a vision of how these tools can be used in municipalities, but they may not have the necessary 
authorization to use them like that.  The challenges of a municipalities, this isn’t just municipalities, it’s any 
organization, is that to use social media effectively, there’s also a need to relinquish control over the message or 
conversation to a certain extent. Maybe relinquish is the wrong word, but to think about how that happens in a 
different way.  The go to is to transport our existing methods of consultation and carry it over to social media tools, 
but you can’t really do that effectively.  Using these tools requires rethinking the consultation process in general.  
So that’s one of the bigger things to think about. 
 
To understand the new type of dialogue that’s happening, and that might cause apprehension because of a lack of 
knowledge or knowing what the expected outcome is going to be.   
 
You have less control over the consultation. In a public meeting, one person says one thing, another person says 
one thing, the facilitator says one thing, and the conversation is in that room. In the conversation that’s happening 
over Twitter or Facebook, there is a degree of being able to monitor or moderate, but like with Twitter, you really 
have no way to control where it goes once it’s in the Twitter-sphere and so there’s a need for an understanding of 
how it works, and to some extent it causes us to reflect and think about where we are in public engagement as 
well. I’m teaching a course on public engagement now, so it makes me think of ways these social media tools – to 
think about introducing them into the process makes us consider how much we are to open to opening up the 
process.  
 
So instead of being that traditional push of information and getting reactive comments on it... 
 
It really shapes itself.  If we go back to Arnstein’s theory – way back – there was a push for this that citizens should 
have more control over the structure of the conversation, not just responding to questions, but really shaping the 
conversation in the arena, and in some ways social media forces that in a lot of ways. So there’s real opportunity 
there and I think there needs to be a conversation of understanding of that opportunity anyways. 
 
Thank you.  Maybe we could move to Saskatoon Speaks, to get an understanding of how that works, and to 
understand the benefits or negatives that you learned from it?  So you answered the RFP and were selected, so 
what came first, the website or the Twitter to direct people to the website, or in harmony?  Was it a chicken or the 
egg? 
 
The RFP said that the City wanted to include social media component to the project.  They hadn’t developed the 
website yet, and they wanted to use it as a pilot for using social media, to learn from it through experience and as 
an ongoing consultation method, or to use going forward.  So they had asked the consultant doing the project to 
develop this in collaboration with the city.  I would recommend that you’d speak with someone at Saskatoon to 
give you a contact at the end – it would be interesting to get their opinion on how it turned out.  So that came 
about and then the people who developed the website were a local media company called Zu.  This is where it 
would be interesting to talk with Ian, because he did Midcentretown Ottawa and that was set up on Word Press. 
Just a different process, so they set up Saskatoon Speaks website, and that was a collaboration between them, us 
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and the City of Saskatoon.  So it was a discussion about what do want on there, what information are we trying to 
get, what’s the conversation going to be like.  There were discussions around how people are being able to post, 
anonymity (it was on the CBC at the time) so these are typical conversations that you have to have around setting 
up these types of things. 
 
When you say anonymity, are you talking about people posting to the site? 
 
How do post happen?  Do you post from Facebook? Do you sign on with or without a name? So those types of 
questions, and it’s good to know why people have decided to do a social media component – and I think in this 
case the City had the direction from council to do this visioning process to ask the residents of Saskatoon what 
they want their city to look like over the next 20 years, and this would help make decisions about how the city is 
going to grow.  Saskatoon is a mid size city and is facing a lot of key decisions about growth – whether to grow 
outward or upward, and these decisions require a lot of public support, politically anyways.  So the idea for council 
or the mandate was to go beyond the ‘usual suspects’ to get feedback from the citizens of Saskatoon.  And I think 
that’s a desire often stated in a lot of municipalities, is can you access people who don’t normally come to 
meetings, the ones we always speak with.  So social media was thought of as a tool to engage a different, perhaps 
younger demographic as well.  One of many tools used, but that was the main thought behind that. 
 
How was the website and Twitter feed managed or moderated?  I noticed there was a Facebook page, but it didn’t 
look to be too popular.  I think there was only a few posts. 
 
The city had a dedicated person who was updating the website, curating it, so they were sending out the tweets, 
updating the site, putting photos us, from our side, we really created the content... there was the idea that this 
would be a resource site as well, so all the resources from public meetings along the way would be posted on the 
website under resources – like a library.  So we provided all the online content. 
 
The dedicated person at the city – was that their only role there? 
 
They were hired to do communications for this project. I think there may have been other roles they played, but 
this was a big part of it. 
 
Do you know if they have a Facebook or Twitter page on their own?  The reason I’m asking – how was it’s 
advertised? Was it advertised on local TV, their main website, on the radio, or...  
 
I’m not sure about the City one, in terms of getting it out there, we tried to link up with established media, the 
local newspaper, they built good partnerships with local media that linked back to the site, the local paper were 
doing their own bloggers who were raising concerns and issues for people to blog on, so there was that was of 
getting attention.  So returning to a previous idea – one of the challenges that a municipality may have, or a 
consultant may have, is that it requires a lot of, you have to be quite free to send tweets out, respond to things, 
you can’t go through a lot of layers of approval to make it interesting for people, and I think people can tell the 
difference between an institution sending you messages, and a person sending you messages. So I think what was 
good is that because this linked to a newspaper that didn’t really have those confines, that they were able to come 
in and post things that were kind of controversial, that we probably wouldn’t have been able to talk about on this 
website, issues that may have been more provocative.  I noticed they got a lot of people commenting on those 
blog posts because they were more provocative. 
 
So people commenting in response to those blog posts, was that included when you were putting together the 
visioning plan? 
 
No, that’s another whole thing about what you do with the information that you’ve gathered with these tools. I 
was the person who put together the summary reports, collecting and interpreting the feedback, so I read them 
all, but I would read the tweets and blogs, but there was no matrix or way of documenting them that we had 
developed anyways. 
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So you talked about evaluating the data that you had pulled out, comparing that to a traditional public 
consultation process, where you’re collecting comments from meetings, or emails or letter, how do you treat those 
different types of data?  Is there a different weight to the validity that you give them? 
 
I’ll be honest, figuring out ways to document and evaluate things like Twitter is still very much evolving.  I’ve seen a 
woman – Jennifer Evans Cowley – have you heard of her?  I recommend you check her out.  She’s been looking at 
how to document and evaluate Twitter and social media in planning.  There was conversation about that with this 
project, because council mandated that we extend the reach of the consultation process, you really have to 
document those things.  It’s pretty easy to document when people show up to a meeting, you get their name, 
phone number, email or address, but it’s harder to document that online, so there were a lot of conversations 
about how do you document and get these numbers that you want to provide to council and that you’re 
responsible to at the end, but still respecting things like – it goes back to the privacy issue - online can be a way for 
people who don’t feel comfortable sharing their views in public can share them, how do you document who they 
are and get that data.  Things like Twitter, people can send tweets, and I can go to their profile and get some 
information, but I’m not getting all of their demographic data.  In terms of documenting what people say, Jennifer 
talks about a project she did where they coded all of the tweets that went out for one particular transportation 
project they were doing, but we didn’t do that.  It wasn’t something that we could factor in.  So the way we 
approached it was to read and be aware of the conversation that was happening, and in some ways, treat Twitter 
as a – part of the aim of doing consultation exercises is to generally raise the conversation around how a city is 
built, and maybe it was to treat it as that for now. 
 
What kind of response did you get from Twitter.  From what I gathered official tweets were to direct people to 
resources online, or to alert people to deadlines or dates, those types of things.  How much traffic did you get? 
 
Not a lot, I’m trying to think of if there were numbers on the background reports, not a lot of traffic on Twitter, like 
you said, the tweets were much more informing about the process, not as much as starting up the conversation.  
 
So where the bloggers would come in and... 
 
Yah, maybe the bloggers would say something, and people would probably respond to it and get a conversation 
going, but I think the tweets here were more informational oriented, and it seems that people were more likely to 
just retweet those items, but not respond. 
 
Did you find those things being retweeted to get to that viral level where they were shared throughout the 
community? 
 
I’m not sure, you’d have to talk to the person who managed it at Saskatoon. 
 
Do you see a use for, because I know you’re a planner, and landscape architecture and planning can go hand in 
hand, and what I hope to do is simply design these types of link, so do you see an application in more realistic or 
design processes instead of just visioning and policy making? 
 
Yah, I think having the conversation happen – like if you’re doing a master plan process, which is design based, 
there can be a consultation around it, it’s another way of engaging the community about it, this goes back to the 
piece about why we do consultation in the first place – it’s important – if you’re doing it because you want to know 
what the community would like to see, or what’s useful, what’s missing, less focussing on design, and more the 
issues of the area, but if we’re honest about it, and the consultation process is more about approving what 
someone has already thought of for an area, I think that it will be obvious, and won’t garner a lot of conversation 
around it. 
 
One of the things that got me started on this was the City of London’s Skateboarding page, which offers the 
opportunity for local young skaters to give input on the design of their parks amongst other things. 
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I wonder to what degree is, as a consultant, you’re working for a municipality, and in the case of Saskatoon, it was 
an initiative led by them, who were really interested in taking it on, and so they played the role of curator, and in 
that way they can institutionalize it on an ongoing basis. Maybe there’s more chances for success in that way, that 
it doesn’t end when the consultant’s role is finished. If you’re the consultant, and then the project ends, 
sometimes that can be useful, but it can be longer term, where you build more followers and gain more trust. 
 
One more question I just thought of – with Saskatoon speaks, you had developed your own Twitter for it, be 
advertised, be followed, having to advertise it, could that be avoided by using an already established Twitter feed 
or Facebook page, or do you think that would be again maybe being too official, or not being able to garner the 
conversation required for specific projects? 
 
I see what you’re thinking.  Some of the benefit of branding it as something new, is if anyone was wanting a 
change or a different way of dealing with the city, this was attached to the city, but new, so there may be 
opportunities as a separate project ‘brand’ or if it happens within the city itself.  I’m not sure.  I was just thinking of 
a project that I really like, is the project that translink does in BC – they’re a transportation company – and they 
have the buzzer and it’s a blog, I like the way they have one person who curates it – something been going on for 
years, and it seems to me they have a lot of followers, and I check it too, because it’s a mix of relevant 
transportation information, but then also interesting tidbits about movies filmed there, or whatever, so it’s 
interesting.  
 
I like that – sometimes it’s doesn’t always have to be so focused to keep someone’s attention, there can be light 
hearted tidbits “did you know”... 
 
Exactly – I’ll use myself as a test – whether or not I would sign up for an institution’s Twitter feed, there’s lots of 
institutions that I’ve stopped following because all I get is one certain thing, or I just don’t like it. If I’m not 
interested in going out to meetings, why would others? 
 
Would you recommend speaking to anyone else specifically, resources or materials I could look at? 
 
Ian from our office, he’s a social media guy, knows about different tech, thinks about it all the time. Jennifer Evans 
Cowley, she has a lot of articles online, but she’s done a lot of work with it, so her, and then recommend looking at 
the trans-link blog, and for Saskatoon Speaks, I would recommend contacting Carla Blummers, she was the project 
manager, you should probably talk to Nikki, she did communications Nikki.Desjardins@saskatoon.ca.  It’s new, and 
interesting, and I’d be really interested in seeing your paper after. 
 
A lot of the information that I’ve looked through, first of all, good on the planners, cause they’re the only ones who 
have peer reviewed articles on the topic of social media and engagement with government in that way.  There’s a 
lot of “we should do this” but no real “how to do this”.  And I think that might hold a lot of municipalities back 
because they’re not sure what to expect.  All it takes is one visionary staff member to get it rolling. 
 
Yah, and to give people a break too, if they don’t use Twitter or Facebook, it might seem like a very odd thing.  If 
people haven’t used it before, and the suggestions are there to use it, and you say yah, let’s do it, whoah, how 
does thing work? In some ways it’s more of an educational thing – this is what you’ll get out of it, here are the 
challenges, the benefits, how to do it. 
 
That’s what I’m hoping for.  Thank you for your time today, it was really interesting to hear your ideas and insights! 

  

mailto:Nikki.Desjardins@saskatoon.ca
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APPENDIX I 

 

Summary of Observations – Medway Skate Park  
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APPENDIX J 

 

Summary of Observations – Byron Skate Park 
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Summary of Observations – Mid-Centretown Ottawa 
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Municipal Guide to Social Media as a Tool for Public Participation 
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“Where is everybody?”“Where is everybody?”
   It is widely recognized that public participation in the planning process is a good thing.  Even as governments 
and municipalities are increasing efforts to include the public in the planning and decision-making process, 
actual participation levels are experiencing marked decline.  “Where is everybody?” is a common exclamation 
made by planners and designers who have put time and energy into facilitating public participation efforts 
through public meetings and workshops, and aren’t receiving the amount of participation or feedback they 
would expect to see.  Barriers exist today that prevent people from participating in the decision making process, 
and people are no longer willing, or perhaps able, to take hours out of their days to attend traditional public 
participation events1.  So how can municipalities re-connect with their communities?

   Social media technologies couldn’t come at a better time for planning and design.  Great potential exists to 
use social media to connect us with each other, and to remove some of the barriers that may prevent us from 
participating in the decision-making process in our communities.  There is, however, uncertainty about the 
use of social media as a tool in the public participation process that have prevented its widespread adoption 
by governments and municipalities so far.  Social media technologies are so new and evolving so quickly, and 
this can be daunting to planners and designers who have not yet had a chance to research the possibilities of 
social media in public participation processes. This reference guide attempts to assuage some of these fears 
and encourages planners and designers to incorporate the use of social media as an integral part of their public 
participation repertoire.

MethodsMethods
   This research began with an observation of municipal landscape architects using facebook to engage with 
a local skateboarding community about skate parks being built around their city. A brief review of literature 
helped to determine that, while there was plenty of material discussing public participation, there was a lack 
of data about how social media could fi t into the process.  The research objectives were to determine how 
municipalities are using social media, to determine the benefi ts of its use, to determine the barriers to its use, 
and fi nally to develop a set of recommendations and best practices that could be referenced by municipal 
landscape architects and planners as well as consultants.

   A review of the literature was conducted from a broad spectrum of subjects: public participation theory, 
communications and governance, and business.  This information was sourced from peer-reviewed journals, 
books, magazines, webinars, and websites.  Key informant interviews were conducted with landscape 
architects, urban planners, a recreation and community coordinator, a municipal communications specialist, 
and the president of a large American metropolitan city planning commission.  Two case studies were 
conducted on the use of social media in public participation processes for a community planning project and an 
ongoing design project, both in Ontario municipalities.

 1(King, Feltey, & Susel, 1998)
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A Brief Introduction to Social MediaA Brief Introduction to Social Media
   Social media is a relatively new term.  The Merriam-Webster dictionary states that fi rst known use of the term 
“social media” was in 2004.2   It defi nes social media as “forms of electronic communication (as Web sites for 
social networking and microblogging) through which users create online communities to share information, ideas, 
personal messages, and other content (as videos)”.  Kaplan & Haenlein (2010) offer a more technical defi nition: 
“Social Media is a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and technological foundations 
of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User Generated Content.”3  Social media differs from 
traditional broadcast and communication media in that it allows many senders to communicate with many 
recipients. 

 

Who Uses Social Media?Who Uses Social Media?
   Social media isn’t just for North Americans.  It is the world’s #1 online destination.  Users in North America, 
South America, Europe, Asia, and Australia spend the majority of their online time visiting social networking sites 
and blogs.4  People among the ages of 18-34 are the biggest user group of social media, however people 35-49 
are also avid visitors.  The 50+ crowd is also the largest growing demographic of social media use, especially 
when it comes to using social media on mobile devices.5  Women also make up the largest group of social media 
users, however, men spend more time watching videos and on sites like wikipedia than women do.

   While there are millions of people who use social media regularly, very few of them actually have high levels of 
participation.  This can be explained by the ’90-9-1 Principle’.6   This principle states that 90% of users are ‘lurkers’, 
meaning that they may read things, but do not contribute.  9% of users participate a little, while 1% of users are 
responsible for the majority of the content.

   Nielsen suggests that the ways to get more people to actively participate is to make it easy to contribute, make 
participation a side effect, and reward those who participate with recognition.7   While these principles may hold 
some truth, it is important to note that as social medias like Facebook become more ingrained in the ways we 
communicate, these ratios may change as people become more at ease with online contribution.  

 2(Merriam-Webster)
 3(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010)
 4(Nielsen, 2012)
 5(Nielsen, 2012)
 6(Neilsen, 2006)
 7(Neilsen, 2006)

Media Typologies (Ferguson 2010)
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What is Twitter?What is Twitter?
   Founded on March 21, 20068, Twitter is a micro-blogging service 
that allows users to publish short bursts of information called tweets.  
Twitter allows users to connect to (follow) stories, people, news, 
and opinions that they fi nd interesting.9  Tweets are limited to 140 
characters, as it was designed to be used via mobile phones, and 
this was the text message character limit.10  Typical government 
Twitter content usually includes project updates, press release 
syndication, traffi c alerts, emergency communications in real-time, 
and breaking news.11 

   Twitter uses a chronological feed with most recent posts at the 
top of the feed.  “Hashtags” are used to mark keywords or topics 
that users can follow, and are prefi xed with a number sign (#), for 
example, #LandArch for topics pertaining to Landscape Architecture.  
Any comment made on Twitter that contains a hashtag will be 
amalgamated into one thread that users can view through a search 
for that topic or tag. Clicking on a hashtag will allow a user to view all 
other messages containing that hashtag.12   

8(Picard, 2011)
9(Twitter, 2012)
10(Picard, 2011)
11(Dziadul, 2011)
12(Twitter, 2012)

Image courtesy Barack Obama Twitter, 2012
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What is Facebook?What is Facebook?
   Founded on February 4, 2004, Facebook is a social networking website.  Facebook’s mission is to: 
“give people the power to share and make the world more open and connected.”13  Facebook is a social 
networking website where users can register a profi le.  The profi le page is where the user lists personal 
information such as email addresses, telephone numbers, or websites.  They can also list relationship 
status, musical preferences, gender, religious or political affi liations, favourite quotes, as well as activities 
and interests, etc.  Once the other person accepts the ‘friend’ invitation, both users are able to see each 
other’s profi les, and other information based on the user’s privacy settings. Users can create lists of their 
friends and post content to specifi c lists, all their friends, the public, or just themselves. Facebook allows 
users to customize their privacy settings, allowing the public, all friends, certain friends or just themselves 
to view content they have posted on their site.

   Facebook also provides a ‘wall’, which is a bulletin board-type feature where users can post photos, 
videos, or ‘status updates’ (personal comments), or share links to other websites.  The user’s friends 
or fans may also be able to post messages, links, videos, and photos to the user on their wall (visible 
to others) or send direct messages (visible only to the user).  Users can also exchange private instant 
messages through a ‘chat’ feature.  Another unique feature of Facebook is the ‘news feed’.  The ‘news 
feed’ acts like a bulletin board, where the user’s friend’s activity (photos, videos, comments and status 
updates) are amalgamated and presented in one space.  As the user’s friends update statuses, post 
pictures and links, the news feed is updated real time.  Users are able to browse through the news feed 
chronologically, or by ‘top stories’ (based on relationship with the friend, number of comments the post 
received, etc).

   Facebook also includes an application for Photo Albums.  This allows users to post an indefi nite 
number of pictures, visible only to whom they choose.  It also allows users to ‘tag’ other users in photos, 
videos, comments and status updates.  This feature identifi es the user or the user’s friends, and links 
to that friend’s profi le page/wall.  This ‘tagging’ feature can be controlled through the privacy settings as 
well.

   Facebook also has several other functionalities such as one that allow users to create events and invite 
friends.  These events can be invite only (or closed), or can be open to everyone on Facebook.

   The primary use of Facebook for municipalities are Facebook ‘Pages’. Pages are used by 
organizations, businesses, institutions, and celebrities to represent themselves on Facebook.  These 
pages act much like personal profi le, featuring a wall and profi le pages, however they do not require 
‘friends’.  A citizen would ‘like’ the page by clicking on the ‘like’ button at the top of the page, and would 
then be able to receive updates from the page in their newsfeed.  Pages are public, and anyone who 
visits a page can view the content that the page administrator has allowed to be public.  Pages can 
create events, post statuses, comments, photos, videos, links, etc.
13(Facebook, 2012)
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The Dominance of FacebookThe Dominance of Facebook
   According to Nielsen (2012), social media has grown rapidly, with nearly 
80% of internet users visiting social media sites.  Social media represents 
a full 25% of American’s time spent online, and the majority of that time 
is spent on Facebook.  In fact, Nielsen data suggests that in the month 
of May, 2011, Americans spent over 53 billion minutes on Facebook.  To 
put it in perspective, that’s 833.3 million hours, or 36.8 million days, or just 
over 100,800 years.  In contrast, Twitter users spent a total of 565 million 
minutes on the site, merely 1% of the time users spent on Facebook.  

Image courtesy Neilsen, 2011.

Image courtesy Stephen Harper Facebook, 2012
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Mobile technologiesMobile technologies
   90% of Americans own a mobile phone, with one-third of these being a Smartphone; that is, a hand-held 
computer capable of multiple functions in addition to placing calls.14  Smartphones havemade it even easier for 
people to connect and share content like pictures and video.  37% of social media users access the sites from a 
mobile phone application, and that number is growing – up 30% from last year.15   Social media apps are the 3rd 
most downloaded application (app) for smartphones like iPhone, Android, and Blackberry. 60% of smartphone 
owners downloaded social media apps, and Facebook was the #1 downloaded app for smartphones.16 

   Mobile apps for social media programs like Facebook and Twitter also allow seamless integration of picture 
and video uploading. Users can take a picture with the device’s camera or camera app, and upload directly to 
Facebook, Twitter, Flikr, etc.  The ability to tag people and places in these photos when they are uploaded varies 
by social media platform. Also, the ability to upload various content, such as videos, varies by social media 
platform. For example, Facebook allows the direct uploading of videos, but Twitter does not.  The more mobile 
our lives become, the easier it is for us to stay connected with the people and places that we can’t take with us.

Implications of Social Media – The Communications ShiftImplications of Social Media – The Communications Shift
   No one could have foreseen the impact that Web 2.0 and especially social media has made on our culture in 
the past seven years.  Who could have known that Mark Zuckerberg, an Ivy-League hacker (and drop-out) who 
created “the Facebook” as a way for college co-eds to keep in touch after graduation, would change the way that 
we relate and communicate with each other?  The exponential growth of social media, and more specifi cally, 
social networking sites like Facebook, truly shows that we are inherently social creatures, and are living in a time 
of great communications and cultural change.  Even the Pope recognizes the implications:  “...[R]adical changes 
taking place in communications are guiding signifi cant cultural and social developments.  The new technologies 
are not only changing the way we communicate, but communication itself, so much so that it could be said that 
we are living through a period of vast cultural transformation.”17 

   The proliferation of social media in our culture is profound.  As referenced above, social media sites are the 
world’s #1 online destination.  As of the end of 2011, Facebook had more than 845 million active monthly users.  
More than 425 million users accessed Facebook from a mobile device in December 2011.  Facebook is available 
for use in more than 70 different languages.18  The numbers are staggering and lead us to conclude that social 
media is becoming ubiquitous, especially for our younger generations:  “It’s when a technology becomes normal, 
then ubiquitous, and fi nally so pervasive as to be invisible, that the really profound changes happen, and for 
young people today, our new social tools have passed normal and are heading to ubiquitous, and invisible is 
coming.”19 

14(Kaplan, 2012)
15(Nielsen, 2012)
16(Nielsen, 2012)
17(His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI, 2011)
18(Facebook, 2012)
19(Shirky, 2008)
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   Ubiquitous is right.  On October 8, 2011, the Dalai Lama and Arch Bishop Desmond Tutu held a Google+ 
hangout to celebrate the Arch Bishop’s birthday.20   United States President Barack Obama, held a “Facebook 
Live” town hall meeting on April 20, 2011.21  More recently, after the collapse of its banks and subsequently the 
government, Iceland is currently drafting it’s new constitution using social media as a key method in the process. 
Draft clauses are posted to a website, which can then be commented on, or discussed on the Constitutional 
Council’s Facebook page.  They are also using Twitter, YouTube and Flickr. “The draft bill is due to be ready at 
the end of July, and may be put to referendum without any changes imposed by parliament.”22  With spiritual 
and political leaders reaching out to audiences using social media, the use of social media is quickly becoming 
ingrained in a culture of communication.

How are other municipalities currently using social media?How are other municipalities currently using social media?
   Many municipalities are using social media as a direct communications tool to broadcast notices, press releases 
and other offi cial content.  While there is no doubt that social media broadcasts are almost a necessity in today’s 
municipal communications environment, the potential of social media is being missed if broadcasting is all you do.
Social media provides a vehicle for the messages that you want to send to the public that is fl exible and directly 
connects with people who want to connect to their municipalities. It can be a very effective way to receive direct 
feedback from citizens. It is, at its core, conversational.  Instead of broadcasting one message to many, like 
local television, radio, or newspapers, or between two people, like telephones and email, social media gives 
municipalities the opportunity to engage in a conversation amongst many.

   The two most common social media platforms used by government are Facebook and Twitter.  These 
accounts are usually linked to from the corporation’s offi cial website, with the platform icon used as a link placed 
in a prominent space on the website.  Facebook and Twitter have very different engagement platforms that 
municipalities can take advantage of.

   Very few municipalities are using social media as a public participation tool yet.  Referring to the IAP2’s 
Spectrum of Public Participation23, some are using social media as a tool to inform and consult with the public.  
Some are using it to involve the public.  Even on a larger scale, some governments, like Iceland, are using it as 
a tool to collaborate and empower their public.  Social media does not stand on its own; it is a tool or technique 
to be used as part of a comprehensive public participation strategy to reach specifi c goals. There are a few 
examples, but the terrain is generally uncharted.  This is a common barrier for most municipalities, as using 
widely accepted, evidenced-based practices are the norm.  Looking to early adopters and trailblazers in our 
municipal networks, and placing high value on knowledge transfer and development is key for successful future 
incorporation into a public participation process.  We must look to those who not only have solid social media 
strategies, but who also have aspirations to achieve more authentic and collaborative public participation and 
engagement in their projects and policies.

20(Dalai Lama, 2011)
21(Obama, 2011)
22(Flock, 2011)
23 (IAP2, 2011)
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Overcoming BarriersOvercoming Barriers
   Why haven’t all municipalities begun using social media?  Two of the most common barriers that were 
encountered by the participants in this research are a lack of understanding about how to use social media, and 
uncertainty over the benefi ts that it can bring to the process.

We don’t know how to use social media.  

   Within many municipalities a generational divide about social media is evident.  Tenured managers and decision 
makers may be reluctant to use social media because they do not understand what it is or how it works. They 
may never have had exposure to it.  They might know someone who uses it, but do not themselves.  “Social 
media is for the kids!”  Younger staff may have the familiarity with social media, but are often not involved or 
asked for input in decision making processes.  Involving those with a working knowledge of social media can 
bring the insight, skills, and passion that are required to use it effectively.  When the right people with familiarity 
and technical knowledge are employed to manage social media, it can be a rich source of input in the public 
participation process.  Have them teach those who do not have the knowledge of social media.  The knowledge 
already exists in your organization, and should be capitalized on.  

What can social media do for us?

In short, a lot!  Many municipalities are asking for social media to be included in participatory projects, but are 
unsure as to why they need it. They know others are using it, but that’s about it.
 
1.  It’s easy to use (for multiple purposes).
 

• Because of low barriers to entry, a large number of people use social media like Facebook and 
Twitter, and it can be an effi cient and economical way to broadcast information:  communications are 
delivered directly to people who have shown an interest in receiving them.  Corporate Websites can 
be overwhelming with thousands of pages to navigate through, while social media is designed in a 
chronological fashion to be easier to navigate pertinent items.  It can be used to easily link people to your 
website, survey, press release, videos and pictures, and allow people to comment on rich content. It also 
offers an easy way for the public to get in touch with an institutional bureaucracy that may seem daunting 
otherwise.

• People can be involved at their convenience - while waiting for an appointment, on the couch after the 
kids have gone to bed, on a lunch hour at work - they don’t have to go to a meeting at a specifi ed time 
and location. It’s an online, 24 hour public meeting. Smartphones and mobile technology allow people to 
engage from wherever they are, and allow the uploading of media rich content like photos or videos to a 
site like Facebook, Twitter, Youtube, or Flickr seamlessly.

• Social media can help speed up the process of collecting information from people (including maintenance 
and operational functions).  This research showed that using social media like Facebook and Twitter 
resulted in the majority of feedback happening within a week. A lot of time and energy is spent on current 
methods that get little participation or return on investment, and engaging online can boost the bottom line 
and make public participation projects more effi cient.
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2.  You’ll get different participants and different feedback.
 

• Go beyond the “usual suspects” when building or visioning, and engage a different, and perhaps younger 
demographic than usual. It provides an excellent opportunity to connect with youth and disenfranchised 
people in the community who may not otherwise have a voice or chance to participate.  It also allows 
those people who may not have time, resources, transportation, etc. to contribute to the conversation with 
ease.

• Current methods of notifi cation of meetings and public participation processes are narrowly focussed 
on specifi c communities. Social media can broaden the focus, so that users from outside the direct 
neighbourhood can have a say, or at least know when/where a physical meeting will take place.  Social 
media allows a wider net to be cast, and can gather valuable input that may have been outside of the 
vision on a small community previously.

• When more people have a voice in the process, a greater variety of input can be gathered.  Those who 
have used social media in projects say they had far more input and feedback than without it.  Online 
participation can solicit more usable detailed comments, as people have had the opportunity to craft a 
comment, or response to a question, and can take the time they need to review pertinent information. 
Comments from social media are more detailed than those at public meetings - people have the time to 
really look over designs or ideas already generated and craft their input.  The added benefi t of engaging 
online is that a written public comment can be referred to later, and coded/analysed more effi ciently than 
verbal comments at public meetings.

• Archiving is important for the public record:  While pages may archive themselves (content always 
available from the beginning of site), comments can still be deleted (or taken back)  Exporting items that 
need to be kept on permanent record - for specifi c projects, etc is much easier, when you can click and 
print a whole conversation with multiple people.

• Built-in tools in Facebook and Twitter allow to you track and analyse the demographic of your audience/
participants, as well as being able to track interactions with posts (shares, likes, comments, etc) which can 
allow for greater insight when evaluating the outcome of a public participation process.

• Social media can be a valuable source of existing information about your project.  Since most social 
media content is shared publicly, the opportunity exists to mine social media for information - “participation 
without actively participating”.  Searching for keywords can bring up comments that have already been put 
out there.  For example, a Toronto transit planner may search Twitter for #TTC and view comments people 
have made about the TTC publicly.  For planners, the possibility of utilizing meta-data from posts and 
pictures that people have geo-tagged means an easier dataset to be used in GIS applications.

3.  It helps to build social capital in a community.

• The potential is there to encourage people to get in on ground level of planning and design projects.  If 
people are involved from the beginning, there will be less resistance to the end result, especially if they 
perceive the process to be fair.  When citizens get to shape the conversation in ways they want to see, 
the more likely they are to be accepting of the outcome.  Being clear about goals and methods and getting 
people engaged from the beginning helps to builds positive relationships between the municipality and 
community.  It also offers the opportunity to get people communicating with each other as well – and not 
just in a two way conversation with the municipality.
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• Increased levels of participation create a greater sense of pride and ownership of designed places among 
those who were involved.  In a case study example, park users involved in the participation process of 
designing the park were more likely to voice concern over litter, vandalism, and park maintenance (and 
take action), than those who weren’t involved.

• Facebook and Twitter offer a measure of accountability by requiring a profi le, however limited.  Comments 
people make can be attributed to their profi les, which makes them more likely to self-police, or even police 
each other, about the appropriateness of their comments.  This makes moderating comments much easier 
than most would anticipate.

4.  It helps to build trust between the municipality and its citizens.

• When social media is institutionalized as a communications tool and curated by the municipality 
consistently, it creates longevity, which in turn can build trust. A quick response to citizen concerns 
makes the public more apt to continue communicating in this way.  It can also be used to enhance public 
relations.  For example, when photos or videos are posted about municipal events, council meetings, or 
even behind the scenes activities, it makes the process more transparent and human.  Instead of being a 
faceless institution, the public can see the people behind it.

• Municipalities and other governments can often be the focus of negativity.  When negative comments 
and concerns are voiced in social media (and they will be), it can be a positive experience for everyone, 
based on the response. If negativity is handled in a positive and open way, the more open and transparent 
the organization is perceived, and the more trust is built.  When a municipality is able to handle criticism 
publicly, its credibility goes up.

• Be prepared for people to thank you for connecting with them via social media, and engaging them ‘where 
they live’.  People feel like their voices are being heard, and will want to keep on engaging with you, even 
after the project has completed.  

Setting Goals and Creating a StrategySetting Goals and Creating a Strategy
   Engaging successfully in social media relies on having a clearly defi ned strategy before you start trying to 
engage online.  Every municipality should have a public engagement policy that describes the different goals 
and techniques of participation clearly, so public is clear about what the promise is to them, and planners and 
designers have an idea about which steps should be included.  Each project is different – and so are the public 
participation strategies.  For example, replacing a sewer main may require the public to be informed of when 
construction will be happening, but an urban design plan for a community within a city may require much more 
citizen involvement.  

   Social media has a place in each of these processes, and it is important to be clear about how you frame 
the goal of the projects, and the role of participation.  Create goals for collaboration – set timeframes and 
expectations about what type of engagement will happen as you progress through a project.  Participants must 
know what they are expected to contribute at various stages in the process, how long those stages will last, and 
what the next stage is.  
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Here are some crucial things to think about as part of your initial social media strategy:

• Social media is most effective for participation when focused around a specifi c issue, project, or concern.  
What do you need the public to know about the project?  About the role of social media in the project?

• What will the code of conduct be?  When will people know they’ve crossed a line, and what the 
consequences are?

• How will you allow people to interact with you? The greater the fl exibility, the greater the feedback.   Will they 
be able to post pictures, videos, and links, in addition to comments?  Will they be able to post comments 
independently, or will you require comments to be in response to offi cial questions?

Remember, face to face interactions are still the best way to build social capital, and social media is not intended 
to replace other methods of public participation. It is important to strike a balance between online and in person 
engagement – and to tailor your public participation approach based on your audience.  

Who will manage the site?Who will manage the site?
   Good question, and one that’s probably on everyone’s mind.  Is it the I.T. guy?  Is it a Landscape Architect or 
Planner?  Is it the person in Corporate Communications?  Is it the intern?  The answer can be easy, or it can be 
complicated.  Every municipality has different staff, managers, departments, skills, capacities and capabilities, 
as well as populations, projects and goals. Implementing a brand new process can requires a lot of detailed, 
time-consuming work and support within the organization (the mayor’s offi ce, IT staff, public information offi cers) 
is crucial.24   Ultimately, social media use for a public participation process should be curated and managed by 
someone permanent, with the skill set to use the tools and facilitate conversation, with an in-depth knowledge 
of the project, and who enjoys using social media.  Once the strategy for engagement is in place, municipalities 
should evaluate their available staff resources and technical abilities.  A consultant can help identify a solid 
strategy and implementation plan to ensure success.25   

   Before implementing a new social media plan, addressing the maintenance of the campaign is critical.25  
Developing a posting plan will help assess the amount of time required to curate the site.  It may be necessary to 
re-evaluate time spent if the project becomes successful, and sees high participation rates.  The time required for 
social media should be fl exible in a project’s process.  The more you use social media as a public participation 
tool, the better, we get at it, the more best practices are uncovered, and the better and easier it becomes to 
facilitate and plan for.

24(Kingsley, 2010)
25(Bittle, Haller, & Kadlec, 2009)
26(Haller & Höffken, 2010)
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How do we get people to use it?How do we get people to use it?
   “The most fundamental measure of your effectiveness is the size of your audience.” 27   The days of ‘build it 
and they will come’ are over.  Advertising is key to the initial success of a site.  Traditional media can work hand 
in hand with social media.  Local media like newspapers and radio still reach a broad audience.   “Reporters are 
usually the second group to follow local governments’ channels, immediately after public employees.”28   

   Links from a City’s offi cial website should also be used.  Keep links to social media at the top of the home page, 
not buried deep within the thousands of pages the website may contain.  If a municipality already has social 
media for the corporation at large, like Twitter or Facebook, post links and notices there.29   Cross promote on 
other social media channels – identify who the infl uencers and advocates are in your community, and ask them 
to spread the word:  “[I]nfl uencers are those with a “big microphone” such as celebrities, media, bloggers, elected 
offi cials or social commentators. Advocates, on the other hand, are consumers or customers with a large network 
who are passionate about your organization.”30    

   Existing channels of communication should also be leveraged, such as newsletters or email listservs. Print ads 
(on buses, bus stops, billboards, etc) can be especially effective if combined with Quick Response Codes (two 
dimensional bar codes) that Smartphone users can scan and link to the site easily.31   Geographically marketing 
a project area also makes sense: talking with local business owners and residents and asking them to spread the 
word can drive people to the online project sites.

What do we say? What do we say? 
  One of the biggest challenges of a municipality just starting out with social media can be the difference in the 
communication style of social media versus the traditional government communication.  Social media is inherently 
social.  It is an engagement tool, not simply a broadcast tool.  Traditional institutional sounding broadcasts will 
sound stayed and bureaucratic, and won’t get feedback on social media platforms.  

  This can be diffi cult for municipalities who are reluctant to relinquish control of their message to the public.  
Allowing the public to guide the conversation can be intimidating.  Bureaucratic layers of fi lters for traditional 
public communications are not an effective way to curate a social media site, and can completely bog down 
the process to the point where it’s ineffectual.  Across all social media, the main goal is to keep communication 
authentic, personal, and conversational.32  Respond to all posts asking questions, information requests, concerns, 
and compliments.   This builds legitimacy and trust between the page and the community and ensures a dialogue.   
Ask questions to get people involved.   Creating fun, engaging conversations with clear calls-to-action encourages 
people to like and share your posts.33   

   A good social media presence will include rich content, such as videos, photos, and links to other sites.  It can 
be used to link participants to other project media, such as drafts of policy documents, design ideas, and surveys, 
as well as photos and videos related to the project.

27(Kingsley, 2010)
28(Kingsley, 2010)
29(Kingsley, 2010)
30(Comblu, 2012)
31(Korhan, 2011)
32(Facebook, 2012)
33(Facebook, 2012)
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   A good moderator/curator is also essential to respond to questions, negative comments, and violations of the 
code of conduct of the site.  They can steer conversations back on track when they have been derailed by outlier 
comments, and keep participants feeling comfortable responding.  Moderation can be a challenge on social 
media, just as it is in a face to face meeting, however, self-policing and a good code of conduct will limit the 
amount of moderation required.

   As your project progresses, it’s also key to show the impact the feedback is having on the process or project.  
Follow up!  If the site was instrumental in the planning or design process, post links to draft policies, or pictures of 
revised designs with explanations that show that the comments were heard and applied (or not) and why.  Show 
pictures of the completed project, and most importantly, thank people for their participation, and ask for their 
feedback on the process. 

When do we say it?When do we say it?
   When engaging with people using social media, it is important to keep the conversation going, whether it’s with 
questions, notices, or content.  Developing a ‘posting plan’ can help keep people interested and engaged.  Post 
too much, and people will unsubscribe to updates – they will stop being an active audience.34  Post too little, and 
people won’t notice the activity.  

   With the chronological listing of posts on most social media (most recent posts fi rst), the messages your 
sending can easily be buried by others.  Timing your social media posts is important.  On Facebook, most people 
share information and content at noon, and shortly after 7pm EST: lunch hours, and after dinner. On Twitter, the 
highest percentage of retweets (shares) occur at 5pm.35  Weekends are also prime time for Facebook and Twitter.  
This may not be feasible for organizations working on a Monday to Friday schedule, however daily timing can be 
achieved through programs that help manage multiple sites.

How do we measure our online impact?How do we measure our online impact?
   How many fans or followers a site has is a good indication of whether a site is successful or not, but this is not 
the only way to measure the impact of a social media site.   Twitter and Facebook provide analysis tools that 
allow page administrators to monitor key metrics.  For example, ‘Facebook Insights’ shows data such as how 
many people liked content on a site, or how many people commented on posts.  This type of information allows 
site administrators to fi ne tune content to achieve greater engagement.    Facebook Insights also allows site 
administrators to view demographics of people who engage with their page such as location, age, gender, and 
language. 

   Twitter doesn’t have the same built-in analytics that Facebook does, but there are a number of ‘clients’, or 
programs, that provide access to the same types of data that Facebook insights provide.  An application such as 
HootSuite allows a twitter user to schedule posts when they are away from their computers as well as allowing a 
user to track Hashtags, save searches, and track statistics of retweets, new followers, etc. 

34(Armano, 2009)
35(Zarella, 2011)
36(Kingsley, 2010)
37(Facebook, 2011)
38(Facebook, 2012)
39(HootSuite, 2012)
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Evaluating a Project Evaluating a Project 
 
With the next project always on deck, project evaluation is tricky at best unless built into the project from the start.  
It could be the most daunting part of the project as there are few commonly accepted indicators for success, 
and requires further time and energy to be spent on the process.  Despite this, evaluating the public process is 
essential for planners and designers. 

Learning how to obtain authentic participation from the citizens of a community, and recognizing the critical skills 
involved can only lead to better processes going forward.  Knowledge transfer between the public and their 
municipality, between different departments in a municipality, and between municipalities themselves is crucial if 
we expect to get authentic processes, places, and communities for the future.

Implications for Landscape Architects and PlannersImplications for Landscape Architects and Planners
Our society values the public input process. As landscape architects, urban planners, and designers; as public 
servants, private consultants, and active citizens; we will all be involved in a public participation process at some 
point during our lives and careers.  Many of us will design participation strategies for public projects, work on 
collaborative projects with the public, or be required to revise designs or documents based on public feedback.  
Being prepared with a deep understanding of how social media can be used to better our communities, both 
spatially and socially, allows us to achieve greater sustainability in our projects.  The ability of landscape 
architects and planners to work collaboratively and across disciplines, as well a professional aptitude towards 
‘future’ thinking, locates us as infl uential innovators in public engagement. 
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Choice Guide for Social Media Choice Guide for Social Media 
in Public Participationin Public Participation

Increasing Level of Public Impact

Public
Participation 

Goal

Promise to 
the Public

Social 
Media Tool

To provide 
the public 
with balanced 
and objective 
information to 
assist them in 
understanding 
the problem, 
alternatives, 
opportunities, and/
or solutions.

To obtain public 
feedback 
on analysis, 
alternatives, and/or 
decisions.

To work directly 
with the public 
throughout 
the process 
to ensure that 
public concerns 
and aspirations 
are consistently 
understood and 
considered.

To partner with 
the public in each 
aspect of the 
decision including 
the development 
of alternatives and 
the identifi cation 
of the preferred 
solution.

To place fi nal 
decision-making 
in the hands of the 
public.

We will keep you 
informed.

We will keep you 
informed, listen to 
and acknowledge 
concerns and 
aspiration, and 
provide feedback 
on how public input 
infl uences the 
decision.

We will work with 
you to ensure that 
your concerns and 
aspirations are 
directly refl ected 
in the alternatives 
developed and 
provide feedback 
on how public input 
infl uenced the 
decision.

We will look to 
you for advice 
and innovation 
in formulating 
solutions and 
incorporate 
your advice and 
recommendations 
into the decisions 
to the maximum 
extent possible.

We will implement 
what you decide.

• Corporate Twitter 
or Facebook

• Corporate Twitter 
or Facebook 

• Project Specifi c 
Twitter or 
Facebook 

• Project Specifi c 
Twitter or 
Facebook 

• Project blog or 
website

• Social media 
capabilities 
show potential, 
but no defi nitive 
examples... yet.

Inform Consult Involve Collaborate

• Project Specifi c 
Twitter or 
Facebook 

• Project blog or 
website

• Project Wiki, other 
collaborative site 
linked to project 
pages

Empower
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*Based on the IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation
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