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Abstract  

Research on government use of Facebook (FB) and citizen engagement has increased in the 
last five years or so; however there is a scarcity of empirical research that identify the extent of 
agency and audience engagement on government FB pages. Questions still remains 
unanswered if agencies with dissimilar functional focus engage differently in FB. Based on a 
large-scale world-first empirical analysis of over 147 federal government FB pages, this article 
presents insights on online participation in terms of government posts and citizen interactions 
observed over three years (2013-2016) across different types of agencies (i.e. operational, 
policy, regulatory and specialist). Preliminary findings show convincing agency and audience 
engagement on FB pages as a platform for sharing and communicating. However there are 
differences among the agencies in terms of audience and agency engagement relative to post 
activity and interactions. The findings have implications for federal government agencies, both 
from benchmarking and capability building perspectives. 
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Introduction 

Governments around the world have 
become significant users of Facebook for 
public engagement over the last decade. 
Government SNS (social networking sites) 
and Facebook (FB) adoption represents a 
trend with potential to impact broad 
regulatory and public administration 
processes. Digital media and SNS have 
enhanced citizen information accessibility, 
government-citizen engagement and 
networking, and altered the way citizens 
socialize with one another and government; 
government SNS adoption represents an 
evolutionary implication for democratic 
engagement (Dixon, 2010; Linders, 2012; 
McKnutt, 2014). With citizens projected to 
increasingly expect government 
involvement, for administrators, “keeping 
pace with new is critical to governments 
committed to knowledge-based economies 
that simultaneously foster innovation and 
promote social cohesion” (McKnutt, 2014, p. 
49). The U.S and Australian government’s 
Open Government Initiative (Linders, 2012; 
Chun, 2012; Alam and Walker, 2011) and 
the U.K government’s Big Society Project 
represent initiatives for advancing social 
media (SM) government use and citizen 
engagement, with such initiatives seeking to 
devolve power to citizens and enhance 
collaboration. Efforts by governments to 
increase coproduction and collaboration 
through SNS adoption constitute “an 
extension of the current digitisation efforts of 
government services as a new wave of the 
e-Government era” (Mergel, 2013a, p. 328). 
Governments can engage in multiple 
models with citizens including G2C, C2G 
and even C2C. These models are similar to 
commerce and business models where 
agencies are attempting to meet the 
demands of their customers (i.e. citizens). 
The new public policy (NPP) principles 
advocate that government agencies are 
non-profit making revenue generating 
organisations and thus have similarities with 
private sector organisations.  

Despite the prevalence of moves towards 
increased adoption, and initiatives in place 
to foster greater citizen engagement, and 
coproduction, research suggests “the 
dialogic affordances of social media remain 
underutilized by public relations and even 
democratic governments” (Heaselgrave and 
Simmons, 2016, p. 133). SNSs are used to 
complement existing communication 
platforms, both online and offline, and do 
not serve to usurp or replace e-government 
services (Mergel, 2013a, p. 328). 
Researchers have found that practitioners 
are using [SNS] for one-way transmission of 
information, as “information dumps” (e.g., 
Abdelsalam et al., 2013; Lee, 2014; 
McKnutt, 2014; Mergel, 2013b; Mossberger 
et al., 2013; Reddick and Norris, 2013; 
Soon and Soh, 2014). This indicates there 
is a gap between theoretical knowledge and 
practical application of government SNS 
use, with “[m]any federal departments and 
agencies […] still in the middle of navigating 
the uncertainties of using social media as 
an extension of the use of their online 
presence” (Mergel 2013a, p. 328). Lack of 
empirical data about government FB 
engagement and use of social media for 
two-way communication led to call for 
research that explores the dynamics 
involved in social media use. In Australia, 
where research into federal government is 
limited (Alam et al., 2011, Heaselgrave and 
Simmons, 2016), there are few scholarly 
contributions to understanding the practical 
application of social media engagement. 
Further, there is a lack of large-scale 
empirical research on government agencies 
and their interactions with citizens through 
the use of FB pages. Majority of research in 
this area is based upon anecdotal cases of 
successful government implementations or 
interviews with government communicators; 
and focused on large populated cities or 
local level government (e.g. Councils). 
Hence research on FB in government is still 
in its infancy, fragmented and does not 
focus on different levels of government. 
However there is considerable differences 
among government relative to their 
functional areas (e.g. operational, policy or 
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regulatory). It is asserted that government 
agency interactions on social media (i.e. 
Facebook) will vary based upon the 
functional areas of the government. This 
research aims to fulfil this gap. 

The focus of this research is thus back on 
the federal government, particularly, how 
federal government is engaging on FB and 
what insights this can provide in terms of 
transforming government service delivery to 
better meet the needs of their different 
functions (e.g. policy, regulatory or 
operational). This research examines the 
extent of 147 Australian federal government 
uses of FB services in terms of citizen 
interactions with government posts. Specific 
research question that guide this research is: 
Are there any differences in audience 
interactions with government posts for 
different types of agencies?  

From a theoretical perspective, the research 
will generate insights on interactions and 
engagement with government posts for 
different types of agency and fill a gap at 
both empirical and theoretical level. From a 
practical perspective, the research will 
contribute new knowledge particularly for 
Australian federal government agencies, 
engagement strategies for post activity 
relative to citizen interaction. This will further 
assist in their efforts to benchmark against 
similar others and in identification of 
capability gaps in government interactions 
with citizens on FB pages. 

 

Facebook in Government 
Research 

Current literature in SNS government 
adoption has grown worldwide, and 
increasing research has been undertaken in 
the field in the past five years, including in 
Australia (Alam and Walker, 2011; Alam 
and Diamah, 2011; Alam et al., 2011; 
Collins, 2009; Samuel, 2009; Skeels and 
Grudin, 2009; Howard, 2012; Heaselgrave 
and Simmons, 2016) and U.S (Mossberger 
et al., 2013; Snead, 2013). Research 
undertaken in the government SNS space 

has tended to be descriptive and 
explanatory, analyzing singular or multiple 
government SNS usage cases, and/or of 
the technological developments and 
implications of SNS adoption for citizen 
engagement and governmentality (Mergel, 
2013a, p. 329). Results from such 
exploratory and empirical papers have 
found that, while e-government has been 
adopted by government services with great 
interest, outcomes of increased 
engagement and efficiency regarding cost-
effectiveness and downsizing have yet to be 
realized (p. 329). There is still confusion 
regarding appropriate strategies for public 
sector FB use (Hofmann et al., 2013; 
McKnutt, 2014, p. 51; Warren et al., 2014). 

Empirical and conceptual works in SNS 
government use reveal prevalence of 
particular findings. Results suggested 
governments increasingly employed FB as 
a communicative device, yet strategies were 
often misguided and FB underutilised (e.g., 
Alam and Walker, 2011; Al-Wahaibi et al., 
2015; Kavanaugh et al., 2012; McKnutt, 
2014; Mossberger et al., 2013), with one-
way ‘push’ communications employed 
(Abdelsalam et al., 2013; Lee, 2014; 
McKnutt, 2014; Mergel, 2013a; Mossberger 
et al., 2013; Reddick and Norris, 2013; 
Soon and Soh, 2014). Concern with citizen 
engagement is arguably prevalent due to 
the general consensus that citizen 
engagement with SM indicates prevalence 
of interactivity, with social media channels 
understood not only to perform functions of 
“mass dissemination but also […] mass 
production and collaboration” (Linders, 2012, 
p. 446; Mainka et al., 2014). Increased 
government-consumer interactivity 
constitutes a goal of government SM use 
(Criado et al., 2013).  

There is an increased scholarly interest in 
smart cities in government research. 
Studies considered implications of SM use 
by nations (Alam and Walker, 2011) or 
municipalities (Hartmann et al., 2013) and 
their impact within the context of population 
and tourism. For example, Lev-On and 
Steinfeld’s (2015) results supported their 
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hypothesis that correlated “municipal-level 
FB adoption [with] population size, location 
[….], as well as age, income, and education 
of the population” (p. 301). These studies 
were concerned with whether FB popularity 
for city pages resulted from effective SM 
communications or were due to general city 
popularity (e.g., Paris over Helsinki; 
Hartmann et al., 2013; Sáez-Martin et al., 
2014; Mainka et al., 2015). Prevalence of 
population and tourism context-based 
articles (determined by agency-type studied) 
suggests the wide empirical applicability of 
government SM; another identified 
emerging agency-type category were 
department campaigns and initiatives (Lee, 
2014; Soon and Soh, 2014) rather than 
agency-wide FB pages, though this applied 
to a small selection of studies within the 
Asian region. However no research took a 
holistic approach to empirically examine 
post and interaction activities and 
behavioural patterns across a large sample. 
There is evidence to suggest that 
government agencies engage differently in 
FB pages however no research has 
examined this identified gap. This research 
is an attempt to contribute to this gap. 

Theoretical Foundations 

The capacity for scholars to adequately 
measure and evaluate these activities has 
been limited due to the fragmented nature 
of research; the literature has “yet to come 
together in a coherent and cohesive 
fashion” (Linders, 2012), with common 
measurement types yet to be cemented 
(Criado et al., 2013). Linders (2012) argues 
that “a common typology [is needed] for 
understanding, comparing, and guiding 
implementations” of coproduction and 
engagement in government social media” (p. 
447). There has been comparatively few 
conceptually-oriented research, and those 
papers that have sought to categorize or 
thematically conceptualize frameworks to 
better understand the SNS government 
space have tended to approach such 
conceptual tasks differently. . Linders’ (2012) 
categorisation tended towards coproduction 
focus for social media use in government, 

with the division of three categories: citizen 
sourcing (C2G) (citizen consultation to 
improve representation and government 
responsiveness), government as a platform 
(G2C) (‘nudging’ of citizens by government 
to become informed and engaged), and ‘do 
it yourself’ government (C2C) (the self-
organisation of citizens with little 
government interference) (p. 449). Criado et 
al. (2013), comparatively, developed three 
topic s relative to innovation and 
implementation for SM in government: tools 
(relating to communication platforms), goals 
(organisational ends or objectives of SM 
usage), and topics (including predominant 
themes, methods, level of government, and 
country or region of extant research). 
Despite these efforts, there remains a great 
deal of work to understand the dynamics in 
terms of interactions and engagement with 
citizens (Criado, Rojas-Martin and Gil-
Garcia, 2017). This study develops a 
deeper understanding about social media in 
public administration, particularly in terms of 
interactions and posting behavior among 
different agency types and seeks to fill a 
gap at both theoretical and empirical levels. 

In the absence of holistic models to analyse 
social media in government (Criado,  Rojas-
Martin and Gil-Garcia, 2017),  we use two 
theoretical streams of literature to first 
understand the interaction between 
government and citizen (Mergel, 2013b) and 
second to explain the differences between 
agency types from a neo-institutional model 
perspective (Gil-Garcia, 2012, Criado,  
Rojas-Martin and Gil-Garcia, 2017).  

Mergel (2013a) devised a framework for 
social media interactions around citizen 
engagement and impact based upon Open 
Government Initiative (OGI) by US 
government. Mergel provides a social media 
impact framework (pp. 330-331) with three 
interaction levels for social media 
interactions in public sector (see Table 1 
which lists related mechanics for Facebook). 
We found this framework to align well with 
open government declaration of Australian 
government as proposed by the Gov 2.0 
taskforce (DTO, 2009). Hence we chose 
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this framework as the basis for analysing 
Facebook interactions and associated 

measurements for analysing Australian 
government Facebook pages for this study.  

 

Table 1 - Measuring Facebook interactions in the public sector 

Mission and 
Interaction 

level 
Measurement goal for Facebook Facebook Mechanics 

Transparency 
Information and education with implications for 
representation and citizen information accessibility 
through Facebook for accountability and trust 

Number of fans,  Number of likes 
for posts 

Participation 
Engagement measurement practices for citizen 
engagement with government-facilitated communication 
for consultation and satisfaction 

Post types and post frequency, 
comments and likes on Facebook 

Collaboration 
co-creation and public-government relationship 
management through community building and creation 
of issue networks 

Shares on Facebook to others or 
issue networks  

 

A neo-institutional model of enacting 
electronic government success (EEGS) by 
Gil-Garcia (2012), which draws heavily on 
Fountain’s work on technology enactment 
framework, posits that institutional 
arrangements and organisational forms 
moulds the selection, design, 
implementation and use of ICTs in the 
public administrations. As a result, “it is not 
surprising, therefore, that similar 
organisations may use identical information 
systems in vastly different ways” (Fountain, 
2001, p.89 cited in (Criado, Rojas-Martin 
and Gil-Garcia, 2017). Hence extending 
EEGS model to social media use in 
government, Criado,  Rojas-Martin and Gil-
Garcia (2017) proposes that social media 
outcomes in public administration is 
dependent on exogenous factors such as 
institutional factors (e.g. legal, regulation, 
control), organizational factors (e.g. size, 
training, strategic plan) and environmental 
factors (e.g. political, demographic, 
economic, technological). This analytical 
framework can serve as a useful lens for 
this research to provide an explanatory 
lever to explain differences in interactions 
and posting behavior among different 
agency types. 

 

 

 

Methodology 

The study is part of a larger study that 
utilised a three-stage, exploratory mixed 
methods research design. Mixed methods 
research understands that quantitative and 
qualitative research, when combined, allow 
for a better understanding of the problem 
than quantitative or qualitative approaches 
alone (Creswell and Clark, 2007). The three 
stages of the research are: 

 Stage 1 Quantitative data analysis: 
Using the FB API through a third party 
data mining tool - Crowdtangle, FB page 
data was collected for all federal 
Australian Government FB Pages (147 
in total). A quantitative data analysis 
was carried out based on Mergel’s 
(2013b) framework by measuring page 
fan size, page posting frequency, post 
types (video, photo, etc.), and 
interaction types between 2013 -2016.  

 Stage 2 Qualitative data analysis: For 
the top 68 agencies, a qualitative textual 
genre analysis was carried out by 
analysing wall posts on the agency FB 
pages. The aim was to understand the 
communicative practices so that agency 
and audience engagement can be 
assessed.  

 Stage 3 Online Survey: Distribute a 
survey to government social media 
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communicators to develop anecdotal 
feedback on efficiencies, challenges and 
risks.  

This paper reports on the findings from 
stage 1 on posts and interactions on 
government Facebook Pages. 

Data Collection 

Using FB API through the services of a third 
party mining tool CrowdTangle, FB wall post 
data for 147 Australian federal government 
agencies data were collected. The agency 
list was compiled from official government 
portals (i.e. australia.gov.au and 
data.gov.au). To the best of our knowledge, 
these sites list the current federal agencies 
that have an active FB page. Using FB API, 
page post activity and interactions data was 
collected for three years (Jan 2013-Jan 
2016). These are all publicly available data 
from those pages. The dataset was 
compiled from Jan 2013 through to Jan 
2016, giving data points for 37 months 
which resulted in a large database of post 
usage data for federal government agencies. 
Overall the data included monthly posts by 
type (link, video, status, photo and native 
video); interactions on posts (likes, shares 
and comments), page likes (i.e. fan size), 
page growth, post frequency etc. There 
were 114,625 posts collected over the study 
period. The 114,625 posts received 
94,063,698 interactions which included 
74,990,295 likes, 2,749,721 comments, and 
16,323,682 shares. Total number of fans 
across these 147 Pages was 12,752,815. 
The dataset further included time of posts 
(e.g. day, date, month, and year), 
description of the post (e.g. actual message) 
and link to the post (e.g. final link, link and 
link text).  

Analysis Method 

When defining the scope of an engagement 
it is important to identify both the type of use 
desired and the level of engagement 
expected from the initiative (Au, 2010). 
Moreover measuring SM engagement is 

critical for successful implementation, yet 
there is lack of standard measure for such 
task (Chang & Kannan, 2008). Mergel 
(2013b)’s framework for social media impact 
includes metrics, procedures and outcomes 
to measure and interpret social media use 
in the public sector. Furthermore Au (2010) 
asserts that it is important to distinguish 
between audience and organisational 
engagement to understand the level of 
engagement evident in an initiative. Au 
(2010) states that measuring audience 
engagement and the effectiveness of web 
2.0 tool has a high level of difficulty. In his 
report, Au (2010) presents a case of 
measuring SM engagements and 
effectiveness of Government Agency pages 
by using quantitative measures, such as the 
number of visitors. Hence we further extend 
Mergel’s framework to include audience and 
agency engagement. For this study we 
define ‘agency engagement’ as the post 
activity by the government agencies and 
‘audience engagement’ is measured as 
interactions by fans (likes, shares and 
comments) on government posts. This 
study will use both audience and agency 
engagement as a measure of level of 
engagement seen in the FB pages. A 
cursory investigation on a random sample of 
Facebook pages also found that there are 
very limited fan posts on government pages 
(for most they are non-existent). Fans 
mostly interact through the like, share and 
comments feature. Hence these mechanics 
were identified to measure audience 
engagement. 

Against this backdrop, first the agencies 
were classified into four types based on 
their functionality according to the 
classification used in the State of the 
Service report 2014-15 by the Australian 
Public Service Commission (APSC, 2015) 
(see Table 2). The majority of Australian 
Government Facebook Pages, per APSC 
classification, are managed by Operational 
Agencies. 
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Table 2 - Government Facebook Pages and agency classification 

Operational: 
(75 Pages)  

Organisations involved in the implementation of public policy  
includes Smaller Operational (under 1,000 staff) & Larger Operational 
(over 1,000 staff) 
(e.g.: Australia in the Caribbean, Royal Australian Navy, Screen 
Australia, Bureau of Meteorology, Australian Tax Office) 

Policy:  
(8 Pages) 

Organisations involved in the development of public policy 
(e.g.: Headspace, Australia's Chief Scientist, business.gov.au, Safe 
Work Australia, AusIndustry) 

Regulatory:  
(18 Pages) 

Organisations involved in regulation and inspection 
(i.e.: Australian Maritime Safety Authority, Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park, ASADA) 

Specialist:  
(46 Pages) 

Organisations providing specialist support to government 
(e.g.: The Line, Australian Parliament - House of Representatives, 
DonateLife, Questacon) 

 

Then comparison was carried out using 
Excel with an aim to explore for similarities 
and differences in engagement patterns 
across the four types of agency: 

 Agency engagement: Patterns of 
usage of posts by types (i.e. photos, 
videos, status, links) 

 Audience engagement: Interaction 
types across post types (i.e. likes, 
shares and comments) 

 

Findings 

Fan Size and General Observations 

Among the 147 agencies, there are 75 
operational, 46 specialist, 18 regulatory and 
8 policy agencies. The operational and 
specialist agencies are leading in terms of 
fan size measured as page likes. There are 
26 specialist and 20 operational agencies 
among the top 50 agencies by fan size. 
However if we consider the total volume of 
fans, then operational agencies have the 
most major share size of fans. There is only 
one policy and three regulatory agencies in 
the top 50 by fan size. Overall there are 
multiple Australian embassies in this top 
leaderboard chart. This might be due to the 
large population in those countries and their 

interest in Australia as a country to either 
visit or migrate. 

The median fan size for all agencies is 
15,738. This fan base is concentrated – 
Australia.com has 6.6 million fans and the 
top 10 Pages together account for 74% of 
these fans. The smallest 100 Pages 
collectively only account for 7% of the total 
fan base. There is a modest upward trend in 
fan growth among the pages. According to 
Mergel (2013b), the number of fans 
participating in these pages is indicative of 
the goal of agencies in successfully 
disseminating information for accountability 
through Facebook pages. 

Agency Engagement based on Post 
Activity 

Agency engagement is measured in terms 
of post activity on FB sites which has 
implications for level of participation (Mergel 
2013b). In total, the federal agencies have 
published over 1.5 m (1, 53,812) posts over 
the last three years. During this time 77,336 
photos, 11,489 videos, 9,055 status posts, 
and 55,932 numbers of Links were shared 
on the FB sites. Photos and links are by far 
the most popular type of post, which is also 
representative of the trends in FB sites in 
general. In terms of total number of posts 
posted by agencies over the last three years, 
specialist (53084) and operational (56960) 
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agencies are actively engaging in FB with 
more posts than the regulatory (9919) and 
policy (8062) agencies. Hence operational 
agencies are leading with agency 
engagement.  

Overall there is a steady growth in the 
cumulative number of posts made by 
federal agencies. From 2013 to 2016 there 
was a more than a 150 percent increase in 
posts across the 147 Pages. That means 
agency engagement has been growing due 
to the mandate by the Australian 
government to engage with citizens. Overall 
the ratio across different types of posts 
remains the same - majority of the posts are 
photos, followed by links, videos and status 
posts. Average post frequency is 0.69 
indicating less than one post per day. The 
top 10 Pages accounted for only 13% 
(15,546). However, the top 74 Pages (50% 
of the total analysed) accounted for 68% of 
posts (78,488), leaving the implication that 
posting level did positively influence fan 

engagement implying that in terms of 
Mergel(2013b)’s engagement impact, post 
activity increases fan participation. 

As evidenced in the data (see Figure 1), the 
agencies differ both in terms of number of 
posts and type of posts they publish. 
Operational and regulatory agency posts 
have increased considerably over the last 
three years, whereas specialist agency post 
growth has been more consistent. This is 
because specialist agencies were already 
regularly using social media due to the 
nature of their business, whereas 
operational and regulatory agency may 
have started to engage actively due to the 
recent mandate by open government 
directive. Interestingly, policy agencies 
posts decreased over this timeframe. This 
can be due to only a small number of 
agencies in our dataset (only 8 agencies 
from a pool of 147 agencies) or not much 
engagement was required by these 
agencies.  

 

 

Figure 1 - Differences among agencies for post types 
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In terms of quantity of posts, interestingly 
operational agencies lead the board; on an 
average they post 1925 posts per month. 
Second in the leader board is specialist 
agencies, publishing on an average 1279 
posts per month. On the other hand, as 
expected regulatory agencies publish on an 
average 340 posts and policy agencies 
publish on an average 278 posts; these are 
significantly less in terms of quantity of 
posts per month as compared with 
operational and specialist. This has 
implications for Mergel (2013a)’s 
participation level. Regulatory and policy 
agencies are receiving less interaction from 
its audience (Mergel, 2013a). 

There is a tendency that operational 
agencies are posting more pictures than 
other agency types. This is interesting as 
one would expect that specialist agencies, 
which are mostly information and news and 
cultural based, may be posting more 
pictures.  In terms of Video posts (includes 
both FB videos and other videos) and Link 
posts, agencies are divided into two group 
patterns: 

1) Policy and regulatory agencies 
exhibiting similar behaviour.  

2) Specialist and operational agencies 
exhibiting similar behaviour with 
Operational agencies sharing more 
links in recent times. 

In terms of uploading status posts, all 
agencies demonstrate similar behavior with 
specialist agencies leading the board. 
However an interesting observation is that 
status posts exhibit a decreasing tendency 
over the years. This may be attributed to the 
fact that most FB posts are now 
accompanied by photos, a common practice 
across the field. Again this has implications 
for level of engagement and impact (Mergel, 
2013b). To increase participation, agencies 
need to use more visual communication 
rather than text based communication. 

 

 

Audience Engagement based on 
Interaction Types 

Audience engagement is measured in terms 
of number of likes, shares and comments 
on government posts which has implications 
for participation and collaboration level 
(Mergel, 2013). Volume of interactions over 
three years have been impressive with 
interactions including 7,77,02,178 of likes, 
1,70,02,648 of shares and 30,33,969 of 
comments. On average federal agencies 
receive 21, 00,059 of likes, 4, 59,531 of 
shares and 81,999 of comments per month.  

Hence there is a clear trend in interaction 
types. There are more likes (75%) than 
shares (18%) and comments (6.5%). 
Comments are very low across the agency 
types. If we take Mergel (2013b)’s 
suggested mechanics to measure social 
impact through level of engagement, then 
these findings imply that agencies are 
engaging in low level of participation without 
any evidence of real dialogue. This also 
seems to support that the social impact of 
agency use of Facebook is not resulting in 
real collaboration. The findings further 
reflects that agencies still predominantly 
treat their Facebook Pages as outbound 
marketing and communications channels 
rather than places for serious discussions of 
difficult and controversial topics. 

There are considerable differences in 
patterns of interaction for agency types as 
can been in Figure 2. As par volume of 
interactions, the ranking of agencies is 
operational, specialist, regulatory and policy 
in decreasing order. Overall operational 
agencies experience larger share of 
interactions with over 288,828 likes, 52795 
shares and 16617 comments. There is a 
significant exponential growth in their 
interactions which shows that citizens are 
much more engaged with operational 
agencies. Specialist agencies also 
experienced growth over the years, but 
significantly less than operational. 
Regulatory agencies started slower than 
other agencies, but since 2014 have been 
slowly growing interactions with public. 
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Policy agencies started later as well, but 
there is no pattern evident in their 
interactions with public. In terms of social 

impact (Mergel, 2013a); hence policy 
agencies are attracting the least amount of 
participation. 

 

 

Figure 2 - Differences among agencies by interaction types   

 

Discussion 

Median fan size, Page interactions 
and type of posts 

Based on analysis it can be concluded that 
different types of agencies demonstrate 
different agency and audience engagement 
patterns implying varied level of 
engagement and social impact as par 
Mergel’s framework. Operational agencies 
have been found to be the most engaged 
both in terms of agency and audience 
engagement implying participation level of 
engagement. They are also delivering the 
best return on conversations as evidenced 
in their activity per post and interaction rates. 
This is an interesting finding, as it was 
expected that specialist agencies would be 
more active than operational agencies. 
There is a common tendency in terms of 
performance across these agencies. The 

ranking of these agencies are: 1) 
operational 2) specialist 3) regulatory and 4) 
policy in most categories. There is an 
inclination that operational and specialist 
agencies engagement pattern is similar 
whereas regulatory and policy agencies 
engagement pattern is similar (see Table 3).  
This implies that operational and specialist 
agencies are showing higher level of 
participation than policy and regulatory 
agencies. All of the agencies showing very 
low level of evidence for collaboration. 

In summary, Policy type Pages achieved a 
far higher interaction rate than any other 
type, suggesting that these agencies were 
more interested and committed to soliciting 
user feedback. Specialist Pages had the 
largest audiences on average, and also 
made greater use of video, which reflects 
the particularly high sharing and 
commenting rates. Operational pages used 
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the most photos, which stimulated the 
highest level of likes, but lower sharing and 

commenting rates than video posts.  

 

Table 3 - Comparison of posts and interaction across agency types 

Agency 
Type 

count 
Median 

fan 
size1 

Total 
posts 

per 
page 

Average 
posts 

per 
page 
type 

Activity 
per 

post 

Average 
daily 
posts 

Total 
Interactions 

Average 
interactions 

per page 
type 

Operational 742 15,738 73,384 1005 188 0.90 13,785,522 188,842 

Specialist 46 18,010 49,042 1066 164 0.95 8,026,604 174,491 

Regulatory 18 14,100 12,961 720 114 0.64 1,482,464 82,359 

Policy 8 6,583 6,787 848 70 0.76 477,228 59,653 

 

Posting trends by Page 

In terms of post quantity, Operational 
agency Pages were at the top of the leader 
board (see Table 4). Operational agencies 
posted on average 334.93 times per Page 
in 2015, approximately double their posting 
rate in 2013. Next were Specialist agency 
Pages, which published an average of 311 
times per Page in 2015, an increase of 25% 
over 2013. Regulatory agency Pages were 
significantly behind, publishing only an 
average of 228.94 times per Page in 2015, 
albeit a larger percentage increases from 
2013 than for Specialist agencies at about 
80%. Policy agency Page posting  declined 
from 2013 to 2015, from 224.38 posts on 
average per Page in 2013 and only 174.88 
times per Page in 2015, a reduction of 20% 
and only half the rate of Operational agency 
Pages.  

Overall there has been an increasing 
tendency in post activity and interactions on 
FB pages across all agency types. 
Operational and Regulatory Page posts per 
month increased considerably (almost 

doubled) over the study period, whereas 
Specialist Page post rate growth was more 
restrained (20% increase). This could be 
because Specialist agencies were already 
consistently using their Pages in their 
operations, whereas Operational and 
Regulatory agencies are building their 
internal mandates and progressively 
increasing the extent of topics they engage 
with on their Pages. Interestingly Policy 
agency Page posts per Page per month 
decreased over the three-year analysis 
period, falling from 18.7 posts per month in 
2013 to 14.57 posts per month in 2015. 
There was no clear rationale in the data for 
this reduction, but total interactions with 
Policy pages did increase over the three 
years analysed. Again while there are only 
eight Policy agencies within the sample, 
there are indications that while these 
agencies generate the highest level of 
interaction by fan, they either are not 
seeking to engage the public in policy 
development, or do not yet see their Pages 
as an effective tool for this type of 
engagement activity. 

 
1 Note that Median was used for fans, rather than average, as the large variation in fan numbers made 
the averages significantly higher and within the top 10% of pages for each Type. For reference the 
average fans per type were as follows, Operational: 46,929, Policy: 21,091, Regulatory: 33,097, 
Specialist 39,622. 
2 Due to the size and activity in the Australia.com Page, which significantly distorted statistics for 
Operational Pages, it was excluded from the analysis (hence only 74 Operational Pages). 
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Table 4 - Agency type post leader board (2013-2015) 

Rank / Year 2013 2014 2015 

1 Specialist (248.39) Specialist (273.50) Operational (334.93) 

2 Policy (224.38) Operational (249.04) Specialist (311.00) 

3 Operational (184.35) Policy (219.00) Regulatory (228.94) 

4 Regulatory (128.50) Regulatory (160.61) Policy (174.88) 

 

Posting trends by type of post 

There has been a clear shift in the type of 
post agencies has posted to their Facebook 
Pages over the years. The difference 
becomes even more obvious when grouping 
visual (photo and video) and textual (link 
and status) posts (see Figure 3). 
Operational Pages made significantly more 
use of visual imagery than any other 
category. Top Pages tended to publish 
more visual (photo/video) posts. Video and 
photo postings have grown significantly 

faster than link postings, while the number 
of status posts has actually declined. At 
least eighty percent of over performing 
posts (i.e. posts with more than 1000 
interactions) made significant use of 
imagery. Native Facebook video use has 
grown exponentially over the three years, 
more than quadrupled.  Policy agencies 
share more links, whereas operational 
agencies post more status posts with 
photos.   

 

 

Figure 3 -  Visual vs Textual posts by Page by APSC category for 2013-2015    

 
Given Operational Pages have been more 
successful than others at attracting both 
fans and interactions per Post, even though 
on average their fans are far less engaged 
than fans on Policy Pages, there was 
evidence of a significant correlation 
between photo posts and engagement 
levels. 

Specialist agencies, who posted more 
photos per Page than Operational pages in 
2013, have failed to keep up with this 
growth, or with the growth rate for 

Regulatory agencies, despite in many cases 
owning extremely photogenic content and 
having a strong need to provide information 
to their audiences. This could be resource-
related, with Specialist agencies generally 
having smaller budgets and head counts on 
average than Operational agencies. 

At the other end of the scale, Policy 
agencies lifted their photo posting rate from 
2013 to 2014, but saw a decline in 2015, 
where they barely posted more images on 
average per Page than Regulatory agencies 
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in 2013. Again while there are only eight 
Policy agencies within the sample, there are 
indications that while these agencies 
generate the highest level of interaction by 
fan, they either are not seeking to engage 
the public in policy development, or do not 
yet see their Pages as an effective tool for 
this type of engagement activity. 

It is notable that Policy agencies have 
historically made significantly more use of 
link type of post than other agencies, and 
led other agencies in their use until 2015. 
However, link posts, being text-based, are 
predominantly used to link back to website 
content, as such they take audiences out of 
the interactive Facebook Page environment 
usually back to static websites or videos. 
They are an informational tool, but not an 
engagement tool. As such agencies seeking 
high levels of interaction should seek to 
reduce their use of links, whereas agencies 
focused on information provision should 
make much greater use of them. 

Video is a significant and growing area for 
online, and agencies who wish to remain 
effective in engaging their audiences will 
need to continue to grow their capabilities in 
this type of medium. With the barriers to 
video online now incredibly low, with HD 
video possible from smartphones, and 
Facebook Live designed to make it simple 
to quickly record live and recorded video, 
agencies no longer require significant 
investment or skills to make use of this 
medium effectively. This is likely to be the 
area in which agencies grow their 
engagement most rapidly over the next five 
years. 

Content by Page 

A bias towards visual posting was evident in 
the content of posts from Pages with greater 
fan counts. Overall it was interpreted that 
content in the top Pages was more 
outwardly focused towards encouraging 
audience interaction, with more outwardly-
engaging language used to draw people 
into sharing content and commenting. Table 
5 compares the top five words commonly 
used in agency posts across APSC types 

and color coding have been used to 
highlight top words in each APSC category 
(e.g. green for policy, red for operational). 
The words used most commonly in posts 
ranged from external-audience and action 
orientated, such as ‘innovation’, ‘world’ and 
‘news’ to more international and defense 
orientation, such as ‘navy’, ‘airforce’, and 
‘business’ to service delivery orientation 
using technical and bureaucratic language 
such as ‘check’, ‘safety, ‘food and ‘support’. 
Content in regulatory and policy Pages 
focused on communicating and delivering 
customer service, addressing user concerns 
and communicating information needed to 
access services. Content in specialist 
agencies as expected, which includes news 
and media based agencies, included ABC 
and news as top words. Operational Pages 
also had ‘news’ as top word. Regulatory and 
specialist had a focus on national aspects 
with common top word as ‘national’. Policy 
and regulatory had a focus on 
communicating concerns and measures 
around ‘safety’ and ‘business’.  

In the following sections, content trends for 
each APSC type are discussed. 

Operational 

These Pages showed a clear focus on more 
operational-style informational content, such 
as the presentation of photos, information 
related to specific years and defence-
related content. International and local news 
were also significant and these pages 
included more technical self-references to 
Facebook and posts, as well as to program 
and support/help information than the other 
categories. Operational Pages posted more 
photos (56%) than other categories but 
were less likely to link to information (34%). 
were moderate users of video (7%) but the 
least likely to make status posts (3%). 

Policy 

Policy pages exhibited a significant focus on 
business, with areas such as workplace 
safety and mental health (headspace) being 
distant second-level topics. Other topics 
were evenly spread, however some of the 
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big policy topics by department, such as 
health, education, social services, science 
or environment, received little mention on 
these pages, suggesting that policy 
conversations were not significantly 
involving the public through this channel. 
Policy Pages posted far fewer photos (31%) 
and videos (4%) than other categories but 
were most likely to link to information (59%). 
They were light users of status posts (3%). 

Regulatory 

These Pages clearly focused on regulatory 
matters, particularly related to product 
recalls, food and safety information. Less 
significant topics included business, borders, 
the Great Barrier Reef, the Murray Basin, 
standards, health and water, all topics 
expected from regulatory pages. 
Consumers, people, rights and industry 
were less commonly mentioned, and were 
clearly not targeted topics for these pages. 
Regulatory Pages made the most use of 

status posts (12%) and were low users of 
links (34%), but moderately used both 
photos (47%) and videos (7%). Of all the 
categories these Pages appeared most 
focused across the core goals of their 
owning agencies. 

Specialist 

The Specialist category includes a collection 
of highly disparate agencies, and this was 
evident through the terms used in posts on 
their Pages. Behind a focus on national and 
news, innovation was a particularly strong 
term used in posts. Past this were a more 
eclectic range of terms, from the world and 
people, to science, advice and exhibitions 
and the only clear themes were around 
innovation and travel advice. Specialist 
Pages made the most use of video (8%) 
and were moderate users of other post 
types - photos (43%), links (41%) and status 
(8%). 

 

Table 5 - Comparison between top five word use frequencies by APSC Type3 (colour 
coding has been used to highlight top five words for each APSC type) 

Word Specialist Regulatory Policy Operational Total 

abc 12309 133 80 1666 14188 

news 5152 428 557 5797 11934 

business 1110 1017 6066 2928 11121 

national 5490 847 540 3888 10765 

photos 2217 706 56 7168 10147 

world 2929 422 325 5815 9491 

airforce 321 153 9 8151 8634 

people 3176 535 446 4213 8370 

check 1955 924 800 3889 7568 

navy 150 26 1 7375 7552 

work 2176 616 1734 2648 7174 

help 1717 550 1122 3159 6548 

innovation 3704 13 373 410 4500 

safety 462 1612 1184 608 3866 

food 684 1955 67 1012 3718 

                                                           
3 The terms ‘Australia’, ‘Australian’ and ‘gov’ and ‘government’ have been excluded from word clouds due 
to being most used across all segments. Common words (e.g. pronouns, adjectives) were also excluded 
from word cloud analysis. 
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Mergel’s Interaction Level and 
Agency Types 

The progressive shift towards visual content, 
increasing posting frequency and changes 
in the terminology and topics that agencies 
have posted about in their pages has seen 
a trend for increased interactions per post. 
Interactions per post grew significantly 
across all types (Likes, Shares, Comments) 
from 2013 to 2016, seeing almost six times 
increase in total interactions per post on 
government Facebook Pages. The data 
indicates Australians have become more 
comfortable engaging with government via 
social networks as well as that agency has 
significantly improved the quality and 
shareability of their posted content.  

In terms of Mergel’s (2013a) framework of 
social impact, all agencies have 
successfully used Facebook for 
transparency and accountability.  
Operational agencies have shown highest 
level of participation, followed closely by 
Specialist agencies. Regulatory agencies 
have shown low level of participation with 
regulatory agency showing minimal level of 
participation.  

There is a clear trend that there are more 
likes (75%) than shares (18%) and 
comments (6.5%). This finding reflects that 
agencies still predominantly treat their 
Facebook Pages as outbound marketing 
and communications channels rather than 
places for serious discussions of difficult 
and controversial topics. 

A Neo-Institutional Perspective to 
Agency Types 

The neo-institutional models discussed 
earlier can provide further explanations to 
the differences observed among agency 
types based on their functional focus – 
operational, policy, regulatory and policy. As 
Criado, Rojas-Martin and Gil-Garcia (2017) 
showed in their research that certain 
aspects of organizational, environmental 
and institutional factors influenced the 
adoption, implementation and use of social 
media in local public administrations.  We 

also assert that these factors as manifested 
within the four APSC agency types can help 
us with sense-making. Due to the nature of 
institutional and environmental factors within 
policy and regulatory agencies which 
focuses on disseminating information on 
policies and regulatory processes, the posts 
are thus status and link posts that links to 
the source of information. The interactions 
regulatory agencies receive are shares 
whereas policy agencies may receive both 
likes and comments. Operational agencies 
have the dual role of information 
dissemination and delivering services. They 
thus use more visual posts (e.g. photos or 
videos) that explain/remind/inform about 
various services and processes citizens 
need to access their services. Specialist 
agencies include news and cultural 
institutions that are likely to promote their 
events and collections. Hence they use 
more photo and link posts and receive both 
likes and shares. It is out of scope for this 
paper to delve further into the influencing 
factors that differentiate the four APSC 
types, but this research has shown that 
extended EEGS model does provide an 
analytical framework to explain some of the 
variances.  

 

Implications for Research and 
Practice 

For successful engagement both audience 
and organisation involvement work as 
enablers of participation and collaboration. 
Simply posting and interacting on FB to 
support online participation is unlikely to 
create an adequate solution. So this 
research contributes to understanding the 
nature of popular post types and 
engagement in government FB pages to 
make an informed decision about social 
strategy. 

This study tried to ascertain if there is any 
difference among agency types in relation to 
agency post activity and audience 
interactions. Using Mergel’s (2013b) 
framework of social impact for social media 
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interactions, we have observed from 
findings above that there are considerable 
differences among agency types. The study 
unfolded key insights on audience 
engagement across government posts 
which is useful for government social media 
practitioners and communicators to 
formulate social media interaction strategies. 
To sum up: 

 Pages with more fans tended to be 
more frequent posters, and suggest that 
more frequent posting is a key to 
building and maintaining a larger fan 
base. 

 Photos and videos or visual content 
attract greater levels of interaction. 

 Government Facebook Pages with 
fewer fans consistently evidenced 
significantly lower posting rates, less 
use of visual content and more 
bureaucratic and agency-centric 
language in their posts. 

 Agencies seeking high levels of 
interaction should seek to reduce their 
use of links, whereas agencies focused 
on information provision should make 
much greater use of them. 

 To attract fans, content should be 
devised more outwardly focused to 
encourage audience interaction, but with 
more outwardly-engaging language 
used to draw people into sharing 
content and commenting.  

In summary, the key contributions of this 
study are threefold. Firstly, the research 
contributes to gaining a better 
understanding of government FB 
phenomenon at federal level from demand 
side perspective to citizen interactions on 
government posts, in particular for 
Australian context. This study provides 
original primary data based on world-first 
largest scale study at federal government 
level and contributes to the growing field of 
study in demand side perspective, as most 
existing research emphasises the supply 
side or theoretical conceptualisation. 
Secondly, the research reveals that varied 

level of engagement is visible within these 
Pages relative to audience and 
organisational engagement in terms of 
Mergel’s three levels of interactions. The 
insights from analyzing the government 
Facebook Pages in this research suggest 
that agencies remain largely focused on 
broadcast and basic interactions with 
audiences - using Facebook to provide 
information and respond in a limited way to 
citizen questions or complaints. This 
controlled and managed approach may suit 
risk-averse agency structures, but in many 
cases results in sub-optimal performance 
and ignores many of the potential benefits 
that social media, in particular Facebook, 
offer for agencies that require deeper and 
more sustained engagement with citizens 
and stakeholders. Thirdly, differences were 
observed in agency engagement (post 
activity) and audience engagement 
(interaction) across different types of 
agencies based on their functional focus (i.e. 
policy, regulatory, operational and specific).  

Research Limitations and Future 
Research 

Some caution should be noted when 
interpreting the results agency classification 
and usefulness of observed differences. 
Even though the FB Pages were classified 
based on the agency that operated and/or 
funded them, using the Australian Public 
Service Commission’s State of the Service 
report 2014-20154; These categories, while 
useful for benchmarking broad agency 
performance, did not consistently relate to 
the purposes or use of individual 
government Facebook Pages and proved to 
not be useful in analyzing activity. Hence 
even though we observed differences, they 
should be treated with caution. It should be 
also noted that the classification used in this 
study thus may not be useful to differentiate 
between government FB Pages. As such a 
custom classification system based on Page 

                                                           
4 APSC State of the Service Report 2014-15 
(apsc.gov.au/about-the-
apsc/parliamentary/state-of-the-service/state-of-
the-service-report-2014-15) 
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audience (domestic or international) and 
goal (behavior change, information 
provision, cultural objectives or media) may 
be a useful mechanism to differentiate the 
government Pages. This sort of 
classification may prove to be more 
effective in grouping and benchmarking how 
and why agencies engaged through their 
Facebook Pages and the likely outcomes 
they achieved from this engagement. 
Furthermore though this APSC classification 
is based on Australian context and is used 
in government reports, it should be noted 
that it is not readily transferable to other 
countries or contexts of public 
administration.  

This study presented the aspects of posts 
and citizen interactions from a descriptive 
perspective. An avenue for future research 
in this study is to carry out further analysis 
of the data to test the intended hypothesis 
of this study – if different government 
agency types may lead to different 
interactions and posting behaviour. For 
example, mean differences can be used to 
test the significance of differences among 
different types of agencies (e.g. ANOVA or 
F-test). We hope this will yield if the 
observed differences reported in this report 
were statistically significant. This further 
analysis may reveal and confirm our 
assertion that APSC category may not be 
best approach to classify the government 
FB Pages. 

There are further limitations in this study. 
The types of engagement activities have 
been identified based on information on 
publically available FB pages. The research 
does not take into consideration the barriers 
to engagement. Future studies can also use 
Social Network Analysis (SNA) tools to 
understand audience engagement and its 
value and outcomes. 

The study is yet to conduct the survey and 
gather evidence from the organisation to 
make further conclusions. The metrics for 
engagement used in this paper are limited 
and based on available online wall posts. 
More metrics will be included in future 

research such as further engagement 
metrics, more qualitative data about 
alignment, outcomes and benefits 
realisation through survey. 
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