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Abstract 
Social media technology has encouraged decentralized communications by U.S. 
Federal government agencies. The flexibility and openness of social media is 
chipping away at the once strict hierarchical ways in which communication has 
been disseminated to the public by U.S. Federal government agencies. The 
multiple layers of approvals once needed before communications are shared with 
the public is lessening because of the accessibility and increased demand of social 
media outlets. According to a recent Pew study, citizen interactions with 
government are moving beyond official websites. One third (31%) of online 
adults use online platforms such as blogs, social networking sites, email, online 
video, or text messaging to obtain government information. A Presidential 
directive to Federal government agencies to initiate the use of social media has 
resulted in very different technology implementation and adoption patterns. 
This qualitative research sheds light on how government agencies experience the 
implementation and adoption of social media/Web 2.0 technologies and 
collaborative technology. This study attempts to identify how attitudes and 
technology implementation practices influence the sharing of information and 
user behavior that drives rapid implementation. 
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INTRODUCTION 
This study examines the social interactions and lived experiences of public sector agencies as they 
muddle through the diffusion of social media. The public sector consists of governments and all publicly 
controlled or publicly funded agencies, enterprises, and other entities that deliver public programs, 
goods, or services (IIA, 2011). Social media technology has encouraged decentralized communications by 
public sector agencies. The flexibility and openness of social media is chipping away at the once strict 
hierarchical ways that communication has typically been disseminated to the public by U.S. Federal 
government agencies. The multiple layers of approvals once needed before communications are shared 
with the public is lessening as a result of the accessibility and increased demand of social media outlets. 
According to a Pew Research Center study (2008), citizen interactions with government are moving 
beyond official websites. Citizens are instead using online platforms such as blogs, social networking 
sites, email, online video, or text messaging to obtain government information. A Presidential directive to 
Federal government agencies to initiate the use of social media has resulted in very different technology 
implementation and adoption patterns.  
―The usage of social media by companies and individuals has become a core trend for business activities‖ 
(Song, et al.:16).  Federal agencies are increasingly using Web 2.0 technologies to enhance communication 
and interactions with a variety of stakeholders (GAO, 2010). This trend reflects a 2009 Presidential 
directive to government agencies to improve transparency, participation, and collaboration with 
constituencies within and outside of those organizations (Obama, 2009). The potential of Web 2.0 for 
transforming government has been highlighted by various scholars (Meijer & Thaens, 2010).  A benefit of 
Web. 20 is the creation and exchange of user-generated content as well as the development of more 
dynamic and interactive material (Zappen et al., 2008); however, present challenges to federal 
government agencies include being unaccustomed to two-way, interactive, and collaborative 
communication with constituents.  
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The government frequently has no competitors, but citizens expect it to at least keep pace (Buehler, 2000), 
especially as it relates to the Internet, Web 2.0 and social media. The web has changed consumer habits, 
expectations, and norms. Therefore, the new business model includes customers who expect to co-create, 
co-produce, and add value to points along the value chain. The nature of information itself has changed, 
in text, and other formats Lorenzo et al. (2007). In other words, information is not just created by experts – 
it is co-created by amateurs. In their research on co-creation from a holistic perspective, Prahalad and 
Ramsaswamy (2000) characterize the evolution and transformation of customers from passive audiences 
to active players. They point to the emergence of a new logic for value creation where the value is 
embedded in personalized experiences. More than ever before, consumers can choose what, when, and 
where to use information. Information and communications technology, and the Internet in particular, 
are forcing companies to think differently about value creation and to be more responsive to consumer 
experience (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2002).   
The federal government‘s foray into Web 2.0 and social media deployment and adoption is unique 
compared to the private sector as federal agencies are operating from a Presidential Memorandum and 
the deployment varies between and within each Agency.  In many cases, managerial decisions 
concerning Web 2.0 and social media implementation are not necessarily driven by IT departments. 
Efforts to implement Web 2.0 and social media within the federal government rely on cooperation 
between internal departments such as Public Affairs, the Secretary‘s offices, IT and newly created roles 
such as New Media Officer/Director. In addition, end users play a major role in Web 2.0 and social media 
deployment via co-creation of content, which presents a new set of challenges related to privacy, security, 
management of user feedback, and openness to user comments. The customer is at the center of Social 
Media and Web 2.0 technology for the federal government. In the age of social media and increased 
information transparency, a customer‘s experience interacting with the government must be proactively 
managed. We are moving from the 20th century in which companies focused on managing efficiencies to 
the 21st century in which companies must focus on managing customer experiences (Prahalad & 
Ramaswamy, 2002). 
Qualitative research was conducted to illuminate how Federal agencies experience the implementation of 
emerging technologies, such as Web 2.0 and social media programs. Our purpose was to identify factors 
influencing the success or failure of such programs. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 
Federal Executives who oversee Web 2.0 and social media initiatives in Federal agencies. The agencies 
selected are a sampling of those perceived by GAO and the Open Government Initiative website as 
having flagship Web 2.0 programs as well as those agencies that are perceived as being less proactive 
with such programs.   
We looked at how Federal Government Executives construe the role of social media in their government 
agencies and how they have experienced its implementation, as well as what factors inhibit or facilitate 
social media adoption and use by federal agencies. In doing so, our findings show that the agencies‘ 
experiences varied depending on the agency mission, the presence of social media champions, technical 
infrastructure, and commitment to innovation. 
This qualitative research sheds light on how government agencies experience the implementation and 
adoption of social media/Web 2.0 technologies and collaborative technology. In particular, this study 
attempts to identify how attitudes and technology implementation practices influence the sharing of 
information and the user behavior that drives rapid implementation.   
 
LITERATURE REVIEW  
Organization Decision Making 
As the Federal government continues to implement social media throughout the various agencies, how 
management makes organization decisions about IT implementation will impact adoption of the 
technology. The introduction of information technology (IT)-based solutions into organizations—a 
phenomenon frequently labeled IT implementation—has become the core activity in information systems 
(IS) practice and research (Aubert, Beaurivage, Croteau, & Rivard, 2008). The theory of organized anarchy 
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characterizes how Federal government agencies have experienced decision making as it relates to the 
implementation of social media. Cohen et al. (1972) expands on behavioral theory of organized anarchy 
and introduces the garbage can model of organization choice as a way to understand processes within 
organizations. Cohen further states that ―such a theory of organizational decision making must concern 
itself with a relatively complicated interplay among the generation of problems in an organization, the 
deployment of personnel, the production of solutions, and the opportunities for choice‖ (Cohen et al., 
1972). 
According to Cohen, within the garbage can model, a decision is an outcome of or interpretation of 
several relatively independent streams within an organization, which can be specified on four basic 
streams/variables: Choices, Problems, Solutions and Participant Energy. (See Figure 1).   
 

Figure 1: Four Basic Variables of the Garbage Can Model 

 
 
Much of past research, which  has studied IT implementation at the individual level, has focused on 
individuals‘ acceptance of IT by examining their behavior when faced with new IT, as well as the 
antecedents of these behaviors (Agarwal & Karahanna, 2000). Introducing IT solutions into organizations 
frequently necessitates decisions concerning organizational strategy and the allocation of organizational 
resources (Lacity & Willcocks, 2000; Sambamurthy, 2000). The influence of such organizational-level 
choices on subsequent project and individual level outcomes suggests that IT implementation research 
could greatly benefit from more adequate modeling of how organizational-level decisions impact 
antecedents of project and individual-level models (Aubert et al., 2008). Such multi-level, multi-theory 
approaches should provide a better understanding of IT implementation phenomena, but these 
approaches are currently not prevalent  in the literature (Baskerville & Pries‐ Heje, 2001). Aubert‘s multi-
theory model of IT implementation links theories from economics and risk management and suggests 
several associations between organizational and project levels of analysis, as well as linkages between 
economics and risk management theories (Aubert et al., 2008).   
 
Organizational Culture  
The literature related to the culture of the public sector is sparse, which is understandable because of the 
difficulty in defining a federal government culture comprised of such a wide range of professions such as 
air traffic controllers, Marines, VA hospital doctors and forest rangers. Yet organization culture does play 
a role in the diffusion of innovation, especially as it relates to implementation. According to the U.S. 
General Accounting Office (1994) culture changes involve altering underlying assumptions, values, 
attitudes, and expectations shared by an organization‘s members. 
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Social media innovation implementation and usage permeate multiple disciplines within the organization 
and involve actors at all levels. Schein (1992) suggests that culture has three levels characterized by 
visible artifacts and creations to testable values, to invisible and even preconscious basic assumptions. 
Schein further posits that to achieve a complete understanding of an organization‘s culture, all three 
levels   must be studied.  These studies in organizational culture are multidimensional and differ on 
emphasis. Brown (1995) focuses on informal aspects of organizational culture while Robbins (2001) 
concentrates on formal elements. Senior and Fleming (2006) contend  that cultural characteristics are 
linked to one another through a hierarchy of levels of culture. This line of argument is supported by 
Hofstede et al. (1991) who posit that culture manifests itself at the deepest level through people‘s values 
and at the shallowest level in terms of  what symbolizes those values. Core organizational values 
obtained from the culture are critical because a firm or institution‘s underlying values and beliefs define 
that organization‘s philosophy for achieving success (Adei, 2004). 
 
Diffusion of Innovation 
We view the organizational adoption of social media as a paradigm shift and consider diffusion of 
innovation theory (DOI) as a framework for understanding this shift. Adopting social media changes the 
dynamic between Federal government agencies and their constituents (citizens, employees, business 
partners). In Web 2.0, information flows in multiple directions and is user generated and shared widely. 
Participation becomes as essential as consumption, individualization and customer choice increase as 
well because users can locate and assemble content that meets their needs, rather than having to be 
satisfied with what others create for them (Lorenzo et al., 2007). 
DOI is concerned with the manner in which a new technological idea, artifact, or technique (or a new use 
of an old one) migrates from creation to use (Clarke, 1991). As introduced by Rogers (1962), DOI 
originally described five stages of diffusion: Knowledge, Persuasion, Decision, Implementation and 
Confirmation. DO also describes characteristics of innovations that are important during three phases: 
prior to adoption (relative advantage, compatibility with lifestyle, and complexity), during adoption (ease 
of experimentation), and after adoption (observable) (Rogers, 1962). DOI also has a broader focus by 
seeking to explain how communication channels and opinion leaders shape adoption.   
The diffusion process has three general phases: innovation development, innovation assimilation, and 
innovation institutionalization. Innovation development includes those activities that lead the decision 
makers of the organization to consider whether to adopt an innovation. In the case of social media within 
the Federal government, these activities might be based on a push from other internal and external 
stakeholders, a perceived performance gap, or changes in the market. If organizational executives decide 
to adopt the technology innovation, they must then introduce this innovation to the organization and 
then begin the second phase of innovation—assimilation.   
Rogers‘ (2005) model of diffusion has three phases: the first is the invention of the idea; the second is its 
development, production, and testing; and, the third is its adoption by and diffusion through the 
organization. Three factors influence decision and diffusion, including perceived characteristics of the 
innovation, individual characteristics, and organizational characteristics. The latter includes prior 
conditions, previous practice, felt need, innovativeness, and culture. 
Traditional innovation adoption models have received considerable attention in IS literature (Agarwal & 
Prasad, 1997; Karahanna et al., 1999; Moore & Benbasat, 1991; Thompson et al., 1991). The concept of 
absorptive capacity, which is the ability to assimilate an innovation and apply it to productive ends, was 
introduced by Fichman and Kemerer (1999), who observed the potential for an assimilation gap when 
managers attempt to hedge their technology bets in the face of a dynamic and uncertain technology. An 
assimilation gap can occur when there is a disconnect between the knowledge and motivations of those 
making the executive decisions to adopt a new technology for their organizations and the knowledge and 
motivations of those responsible for its deployment and use (Fichman & Kemerer, 1999). Management 
involvement and formal and informal support in the diffusion of innovation is important. Formal 
activities include management directives and pronouncements, newly defined incentive systems, and 
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presentations. Informal activities include participation in training and other meetings. Both have been 
shown to influence users‘ adoption decisions and the extent to which the new IT was used. Social media 
is a technology familiar to managers both inside and outside of the organization.  Familiarity with the 
social media technology may also play a role in adoption.  Fusi & Fenney (2016:407) found that ―public 
managers who use social media in their personal lives are more likely to repose positive perceptions of 
social media tools‖. 
Another view of how the diffusion of innovation social media took place in the Federal government is 
through the concept of wakes of innovation as introduced by Boland, Lyytinen and Yoo (2007) for which 
they use the image of a wake to depict an innovation as emerging in and traveling across an innovation 
space. Boland et al. (2008) note that research on technology innovation and diffusion has put considerable 
effort into studying the wake of a single technology innovation in a typically homogenous environment 
(Zmud, 1984). However, in our study, agencies involved with social media implementation within the 
Federal government demonstrated the unique issues involving diffusion of innovation in organizations 
that were distributed (dispersed) or operated in silos, and the challenges involved with technology were 
new and had not been in use for long periods of time. 
 
METHODOLOGY  
We conducted a qualitative study using semi-structured interviews to discover how Federal government 
executives and managers construe the role of social media in their government agencies and how they 
have experienced its implementation as well as factors that inhibit or facilitate social media adoption and 
use by federal agencies. We adopted a grounded theory approach, which is a methodology for data 
collection and analysis based on (Strauss & Corbin, 1994), emphasizing constant comparison and 
theoretical sampling in data collection and a sequence of open, axial, and selective coding for data 
analysis.   
The constant comparative method was used to establish analytical distinctions, thus making comparisons 
at each level of work, involving comparing data to find similarities and differences (Charmaz, 2006). 
Theoretical sampling refers to the reliance on a sample and continually refined as the research progresses 
rather than a priori. Qualitative research aims to discover patterns  placing the researcher within the 
context of the problem or experiences being investigated (Maxwell, 2012).  
 
Sample 
The sample consisted of 25 managers from 16 public sector departments and agencies charged with 
responsibility for implementing and influencing the adoption of social media. These individuals held 
titles such as Chief Information Officer, Information Technology Director, Web Director, Director of 
Public Relations, Director of Communications, and New Media Director. Job roles for the respondents 
included nine related to Information Systems; nine related to Public Affairs and Communications; and 
seven related to Strategy, Innovation, and other positions involved with social media. 
Depending on the size of the agency and the tenure of the incumbent in those positions, additional 
interviews were conducted with respondents from the same agencies. In some cases, for example, 
interviewing recently retired managers as well as their replacements was necessary to gain a full 
understanding of the historical context of an agency‘s social media implementation. The Federal agencies 
included in the study have an employee base from 2,500 to over 1,000,000. Agencies included are from the 
Executive and Legislative Branches of government and can be further classified as military, civilian, 
administrative, and social services.   
Eligibility criteria for interview selection were based on the respondents being situated in an office 
charged with the development and execution of social media. The interviewees‘ responsibilities and 
knowledge of social media programs and implementation practices within their designated agencies 
were also considered. Respondents included nine under the age of forty-five with a minimum five years 
of service in the federal sector; four between 46 and 50 years of age with 10 years of experience; and four 
aged 51+ with tenure exceeding 15 years. 
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On April 7, 2010, every Federal department published an Open Government Plan, which is a concrete, 
specific roadmap for making operations and data more transparent and for expanding opportunities for 
citizen participation, collaboration and oversight.  The Open Government Scorecard contains the 
following rating criteria: High-Value Data, Data Integrity, Open Webpage, Public Consultation, Overall 
Plan, Formulating the Plan, Transparency, Participation, Collaboration, and Flagship Initiative. Agencies 
were selected for interviews based on their overall Open Government Scorecard rating.   
Details of our sample are provided in Table 1: Selected Background on Respondents.    
     

Table 1: Selected Background On Respondents 
Respondent # Gender Age  

Range 
Role Time at  

Agency 
Agency  

Type 
1 Female 46-55 Manager, Office of Strategic Initiatives 25+ years Civilian 

2 Female 25-35 Manager, Office of Citizen Services and 
Innovative Technologies 

5 years Civilian 

3 Male 36-45 Director of New Media 15 years Civilian 

4 Male 56-65 CIO (retired) 20+ years Civilian 

5 Male 36-45 Computer Specialist <5 years Civilian 

6 Male 25-35 Research computing 5+ years Civilian 

7 Male 46-55 CFO 5+ years Civilian 

8 Male 56-65 CIO 20+ years Civilian 

9 Male 56-65 Knowledge Architect 20+ years Civilian 

10 Female 25-35 Chief of Public Affairs 5+ years Military/Defense 

11 Male 46-55 Social Media Champion <5 years Civilian 

12 Female 25-35 Manager, Office of Communication 5+ years Civilian 

13 Female 46-55 Office of Strategy 10+  years Civilian 

14 Male 36-45 Manager, Office of Public Affairs 10+  years Military/Defense 

15 Male 25-35 CIO 10+  years Civilian 

16 Male 36-45 Assistant Chief of Information 10+  years Military/Defense 

17 Male 25-35 Public Affairs Officer 5+ years Military/Defense 

18 Male 46-55 CIO 10+  years Civilian 

19 Male 56-65 Public  Affairs Officer 15+  years Military/Defense 

20 Female 56-65 CIO (retired) 10+  years Civilian 

21 Male 36-45 Lead IT Specialist, Office of Strategic 
Initiatives 

5+ years Civilian 

22 Female 25-35 Senior Technical Advisor, Office of 
Innovative Engagement 

5+ years Civilian 

23 Male 36-45 Public Affairs Officer 5+ years Military/Defense 

24 Male 36-45 Director of Web Communications 10+  years Civilian 

25 Male 25-35 IT Specialist 5+ years Civilian 

 
Data Collection  
Semi-structured interviews were conducted using an interview guide shown in Appendix B. Each 
interview lasted approximately sixty minutes and took place in the Washington, DC metropolitan area 
Federal agency offices of participants. All interviews were digitally recorded and later transcribed by a 
professional service, yielding approximately 700 pages of single-spaced text. All respondents were 
reassured of the confidentiality of the data collected and informed of their right to discontinue the 
interview at any time.  
Each interviewee was asked the same set of five questions relating to the agencies‘ Social Media and Web 
2.0 programs. First, we asked how social media is used by the agency. Then we asked interviewees to 
describe successful and unsuccessful projects. Thereafter, we invited participants to narrate highlights of 
their social media experience. Finally, we asked how social media has changed the work environment. 
 
ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS  
Data Analysis  
We used three stages of data analysis as per Grounded Theory protocol: open coding, axial coding, and 
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selective coding. Research materials that inform this research include OMB and GAO reports, project and 
program management journals, federal IT journals, consultancy reports, and pertinent press releases, as 
well as academic literature pertaining to the theories and histories of federal IT and eGovernment from 
Science Direct, Academy of Management, Government Information Quarterly, Journal of Government Information, 
MIS Quarterly and other peer reviewed journals.  
Open Coding 
Open coding is the process of selecting and naming categories from the analysis of the interview data 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  This initial stage in the data acquisition process relates to describing the overall 
features of the phenomenon under study. The variables involved in the phenomenon are identified, 
labeled, categorized, and related together in an outline form (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This process 
involves placing or locating the property along a continuum within a range of possible values (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1994). Figure 2: Qualitative Methods Flow Diagram is a visual representation of the process. 
Axial Coding 
Axial coding is the next stage after open coding. In axial coding, the data will be put together in new 
ways by utilizing a ‗coding paradigm‘. A coding paradigm is a system of coding that seeks to identify 
causal relationships between various categories. The objective of the coding paradigm is to make explicit 
connections among the various categories and sub-categories. This process is often referred to as the 
paradigm model and involves explaining and understanding relationships among categories in order to 
understand the phenomenon to which they relate (Strauss & Corbin, 1994).  
Selective Coding 
Selective coding involves the process of selecting and identifying the core category and systematically 
relating it to other categories. Selective coding also involves validating relationships and filling in, 
refining and developing new categories until a saturation point is achieved, which subsequently results 
in a final set of codes (Strauss & Corbin, 1994). 
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Figure 2: Qualitative Methods Flow Diagram 

 
Findings 
The purpose of this research is to develop a description of the understanding of different experiences 
with social media with a select representation of Federal government agencies. We used the Corley and 
Gioia (2004) roadmap to provide a better understanding of how the data was used to generate theory 
through an ordered but iterative process of analysis that clearly allows one to grasp the evolution of the 
data. Corley and Gioia (2004) provide this succinct roadmap for presenting data based on the following 
categorizations: 1st order concepts and 2nd order themes and Aggregate Dimensions (which represent 
the categorization of findings). However, we modified their roadmap to make it applicable to our 
research by showing study findings. Figure 3: Concepts, Themes and Dimensions shows the data structure 
based on this roadmap. Note: SM is an abbreviation for social media. 
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Figure 3: Concepts, Themes and Dimensions 

 
 
The data produced three findings and eight sub findings that explain variations in the implementation 
and adoption of social media with Federal government agencies and departments. The findings suggest 
that social media was implemented in a manner that supported the agency‘s mission despite a 
Presidential directive. The findings (summarized in Table A2) also indicate that public sector agencies are 
using social media to communicate and engage with employees, contractors, and the public. 
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Table 2: Summary of Qualitative Findings 

 
 
Finding 1: Despite having a central directive from the Office of the President mandating that government 
agencies become more open, transparent, and collaborative by encouraging the use of social media and 
other innovative technologies, implementation of social media among government agencies was adopted 
in different ways and for different purposes by each individual agency.  
 
Collaboration 

 

Topic / Main Finding Sub-Finding 

1.0 - Despite having a central 
directive from the Office of the 
President mandating that 
government agencies become 
more open, transparent, and 
collaborative by encouraging 
the use of social media and 
other innovative technologies, 
implementation of social media 
among government agencies 
was adopted in different ways 
and for different purposes by 
each individual agency. 

Collaboration 
Finding 1.1: Each agency uses different organization structures for 
implementing Social Media not owned by a specific part of the 
agency and in many cases was a combined effort between Public 
Relations/Communications, Office of Strategy and Information 
Systems.  
 
Governance 
Finding 1.2: Expectations about the role of social media within the 
Federal government is different between Public Relations/ 
Communications managers and Information Systems managers.  In 
addition, there was a lack of governance / formal social media 
policies and guidance for managing pubic and personal online 
personas.   
 
Social Media Champions 
Finding 1.3: There were limited instances where top management 
social media champions were leading implementation and 
adopting social media technology within individual agencies.  

2.0 - Diffusion of Social Media 
Finding:  
Factors contributing to the 
diffusion of social media within 
the federal agencies include 
clear and identifiable job roles, 
policies and uses for social 
media technology. 
 

Finding 2.1: The degree of control for implementing social media 
initiatives varied.  
 
Finding 2.2: For most of the agencies interviewed, social media 
implementation happened from the bottom-up—grassroots 
initiatives by curious and risk taking employees.  There was also a 
feeling of chaos and stress. 
  
Organization Culture 
Finding 2.3: The Department of Defense agencies was the 
strongest adopters of social media and proactively created ways to 
use social media.  

3.0 - Unique Technical 
Challenges: Federal agencies 
express views about challenges 
of implementing social media 
related to unique technical 
hurdles. 
 

Findings 3.1: Infrastructure: System networks designed to be 
closed not open.   
 
Findings 3.2: A few respondents provided insight on how the 
federal government agencies had to negotiate special 
arrangements with commercial social media providers such as 
Flickr and Facebook to ensure their unique user requirements was 
met.  
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Finding 1.1: Each agency uses different organization structures for implementing Social Media not owned 
by a specific part of the agency and in many cases was a combined effort between Public 
Relations/Communications, Office of Strategy and Information Systems.  
Because the Presidential Directive was vague, there was no uniform process regarding how this Directive 
should be interpreted and implemented. Additionally, no specific instructions were provided about who 
was supposed to direct and organize the implementation of the Directive. As a result, there was no 
uniform or logical consequence in the way agencies chose to become more open, transparent, and 
collaborative. Agencies made decisions about promotion, different organization structures for 
implementation, and developed their own sense of what social media should look like for their agencies. 
Examples of the variations in organization structures include instances where social media was owned by 
diverse groups, situated or led by many different parts of the agencies, and in many cases was a 
combined effort among multiple groups.   
 
One Director of Public Affairs admitted: 

…the difficulty with social media is that it falls under different headers.  So you have 
social media that falls under CIO construct, and you also have social media that falls 
under a public affairs construct …– we love to have a belly button to push in the military, 
in terms of who‘s responsible for any innovation or any capability. (10) 

Implementing social media within federal government agencies require collaboration between unlikely 
departments, IT – Public Affairs/Communications, Strategy and Legal. Unlike traditional IS and ERP 
systems, social media required a different level of coordination and collaboration.   

―…at the employee level…they must have a business case…that is improved by their 
management…then coordinate through Office of Strategic Initiatives and web 
Services…then send it to the Office of Communications‖ (MS_1) 
At the employee level, they would have to have their service unit approval…we send it 
to the office of communications... it is reviewed by the office of general counsel, the CIO 
approves it and the office of strategic initiatives creates it. (EM_1) 
 

Governance 
Finding 1.2: Expectations about the role of social media within the Federal government is different 
between Public Relations/Communications managers and Information Systems managers. In addition, 
there was a lack of governance/formal social media policies, and guidance for managing pubic and 
personal online personas.  
Public Relations/Communications managers talked about the best ways to use social media to serve 
constituents and Information Systems managers focused on the physical parts of execution.   

―…I mean the Web pages were IT functions. They weren‘t public affairs functions.  So the 
IT guys owned up until at least ‘08, ‘09. IT guys owned Web sites.  IT guys owned social 
media.  And so anything that had to do on a computer, they owned it.  So we had a 
situation where you had to actually submit a form to DISA to get permission to access 
Facebook, Flickr or YouTube‖ (DB_3) 

 
Social Media Champions 
Finding 1.3: There were limited instances where top management social media champions were leading 
implementation and adopting social media technology within individual agencies.  
Only occasionally were there champions who led with a particular vision. These champions, who were 
more organized and focused, naturally emerged as leaders who facilitated a greater chance for coherence 
and vision. 
We found limited evidence of top down strategies for social media implementation among the agencies. 
Top management involvement was inconsistent among the agencies. Interestingly, the strongest 
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advocates leading the charge for social media came from outside the agency and/or were with an Agency 
for five years of less.  
Five of the respondents, representing four Agencies, indicated that senior leadership did provide some 
strategic direction for social media implementation while in other agencies, strategic direction did not 
come from senior leadership. 

 
Table 3: Early Stage Social Media Champions 

Early Stage Social Media Champions 

I think using MediaWiki was entirely on me… 
And then all of a sudden it became, oh, we 
should move forward with that and make it 
an official tool, something we can actually 
rely on, I guess, is the best way to put it… 
Well, neither because I didn‘t ask for 
permission.  I just did it.  (JH_6) 

…it was 2006. There really wasn‘t any – there 
was maybe one or two installations – wikis, 
maybe, was pretty much it in social media. So 
the challenges, as you can imagine, with 
social media are not technical challenges.  It 
was designed to be easy tools to use.  The 
challenges were policy – related to policy 
issues.  
(MS_2) 

Some of the bright people in [the Agency] got 
to thinking now how we can use this.  And 
one that comes to mind, they were an early 
adopter, was the Mars/Phoenix mission. 
(BG_4) 

It is still in the initial stages of being adopted.  
And the unique thing about the FAA and the 
DOT is DOT is not as into social media 
initiatives within the FAA. 
(EM_3) 

 
Diffusion of Social Media   
Finding 2: Factors contributing to the diffusion of social media within the federal agencies include clear 
and identifiable job roles, policies and uses for social media technology. 
Finding 2.1: The degree of control for implementing social media initiatives varied.  
 

Table 4: Finding 2.1: The Degree Of Control For Implementing Social Media Initiatives 
Degree of Control  Evidenced By... 
Low Little to no social media activity; Disjointed social media 

efforts, e.g. multiple / redundant social media sites 
Medium Specific social media initiatives lead by IT, Office of 

Communications/Publics Relations, or Office of Strategy 
High Role defined by Agency specifically for Social media, e.g. Social 

Media Director; Social Media Policy; Social Media Strategy and 
Playbook; Leadership Direction 

 
 In the early years when social media was implemented with federal government agencies, the 
degree of control demonstrated by the agencies ranged from low, medium, and high. Four respondents 
representing three agencies were considered low in that very little social media activities were initiated. 
Three agencies demonstrated a medium degree of control in that specific social media initiatives were 
implemented by various departments within the agency. Still, ten other agencies exhibited a high degree 
of control in that the social media implementations were defined by Agency leadership; some type of 
social media policy was developed with specific roles designated with the purpose of rolling out social 
media.  

My official job title is Communication Assistant Chief of Information for 
Communication, Integration and Strategy…we are including social media part and 
parcel to our approach to reaching our key audiences…so we are using it – ―it‖ with 
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capital I across a variety of venues to just further inform and create understanding about 
the value and contributions to America. (16) 
I am the Director of New Media…I oversee all 12 bureaus so the range of adoption is 
broad…I am responsible for setting strategy for social media use for the Office of the 
Secretary…but individual bureaus, those are all handled at the bureaus level.(3) 

Finding 2.2: For most of the agencies interviewed, social media implementation happened from the 
bottom-up—grassroots initiatives by curious and risk taking employees.  There was also a feeling of 
chaos and stress. 
Nineteen of 24 respondents, representing 12 agencies, indicated that social media implementation 
happened within various parts and levels of the agency by employees who took chances on trying 
something new, in this case, social media within the agency. 
 

Table 5: Social Media Implementation 
Social Media Implementation 

―Very early on we had asked for volunteers so 
by default you have the early adopters 
volunteering, and I think there was an initial 
kick off meeting with somewhere between 40 
and 50 people and they got engaged in 
defining requirements and using the tool and 
now we‘re what, 2,000 or something like 
that.‖ (OB_6) 
 

―Chicago as an example was one of the 
locations where… some of the users wanted 
to use … IM, and web conferencing, and other 
social media tools and the IT office there had 
it all blocked off.  So, the users there put their 
IT in touch with our IT folks. So we talked 
with them.  We emailed with them the 
documents.  We showed them some cases.  
Once they kinda saw it, and this is over a 
good couple of months, then they finally 
changed their approach and finally allowed 
us to communicate with them. They changed 
their firewalls to allow the IM and web 
conferencing, and today Chicago can use IM 
and web conferencing from the portal.  They 
can use social media tools and group spaces 
and the other stuff associated with it as well.  
It took months of just going back and forth. ― 
(LGT_16) 

―…we put up the first wiki and blog, and then 
the Secretary said now I want one.‖   (WH_10) 
 

―I needed a place where I could start 
dumping data.  So I just kind of made my 
own MediaWiki and stuff because it was 
unstructured.  I didn‘t ask for permission.  I 
just did it.‖ (JH_6) 

―..because all of this came about as individual initiative(s) – pilot projects…we viewed all of 
these as pilots when we started because we didn‘t know what the results would be.― (MS_3 
&18) 

 
Organization Culture 
Finding 2.3: The Department of Defense agencies were the strongest adopters of social media, proactively 
creating ways to use social media.  

The Department of Defense (DoD) issued a separate Directive Type Memorandum (DTM) 09-026 (DoD, 
2010) – Responsible and Effective Use of Internet-based Capabilities regarding the use of Social Media for 
DoD agencies. The purpose of this memorandum was to establish DoD policy and to assign 
responsibilities for response and effective use of internet-based capabilities, including social networking 
services. The Memorandum defined internet-based capabilities to include collaborative tools such as SNS, 
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social media, user-generated content, social software, e-mail, instant messaging, and discussion forums 
(e.g. YouTube, Facebook, MySpace, Twitter, Google Apps). As stated in the Memorandum, ―It is DoD 
policy that the NIPRNET shall be configured to provide access to Internet-based capabilities across all 
DoD Components...‖ (DoD, 2010: 2). As evidenced by one of the interviewees, this Memorandum 
provided the permission and guidance needed for DoD agencies to use social media: 

―The amount of time it takes to process that paperwork is pretty prohibitive.  Then, what 
happened – I think it was 2009 when the DTM 09-026 came out.  That is when – the 
directive-type memorandum from the Department of Defense – it actually opened up 
access to social media across Department of Defense networks.  That came out, I think, 
February 26 of 2009 or ‘10 – maybe it was ‘10.‖  
 
But that basically said anybody, no matter who you were, could access social media from 
your computer.  So that was a part of that kind of culture shift that happened.  When I 
started, it was – you have to request for every individual machine to have [social media] 
access.  [LK_9]   

In 2006 the Department of Defense published the Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) Report (2006), which 
defines one of the fundamental imperatives for the DoD as implementing enterprise-wide change to 
ensure that organizational structures, processes, and procedures effectively support its strategic direction.     

―The QDR identified capability gaps in each of the primary supporting capabilities of 
Public Affairs, Defense Support to Public Diplomacy, Military Diplomacy and 
Information Operations, including Psychological Operations. To close those gaps, the 
Department will focus on properly organizing, training, equipping and resourcing the 
key communication capabilities. This effort will include developing new tools and 
processes for assessing, analyzing and delivering information to key audiences as well as 
improving linguistic skills and cultural competence. These primary supporting 
communication capabilities will be developed with the goal of achieving a seamless 
communication across the U.S. Government‖ (DoD, 2006: 92). 

One interviewee noted that the QDR laid the foundation for new responsibilities as a Director of Public 
Affairs to develop ways of providing 24/7 communication to the DoD community and therefore to start 
looking at how social media can be used to achieve this goal.  

―That's the Quadrennial Defense Review, out of the Office of the Secretary of Defense, 
2006 noted a lot of these things [issues related to communication].  And one of the things 
that they had in some of their – in that document and in other areas in the go ahead – the 
move ahead, the road map documents, was a little bullet comment that said learn to 
communicate in a 24/7 new media environment.  Well, based on that bullet comment, I 
was given a task to work with a group to develop that.‖ [JH1_2] 
 

Unique Technical Challenges 
Findings 3: Federal agencies express views about challenges of implementing social media related to 
unique technical hurdles. 
One interviewee noted that the federal government has a culture of closed systems, rather than open 
systems.  Since the nature of social media is to be open, systems needed to be open and certain software 
upgrades are needed to effectively host social media tools. 

―Until recently, almost again until the Obama administration, we weren‘t allowed to go 
out to Facebook, we weren‘t allowed to go out to twitter.  So that‘s been somewhere, at 
least at headquarters we‘ve changed that.  At some field sites, they still don‘t allow that.  
Similar to some of our tools use some of the same protocols for IM or web conferencing 
or whatnot.  They also restrict that as well from our perspective.  Now, that‘s where 
we‘ve been trying to tell them. We‘re secure.  We‘re encrypted.  We‘ve got this certified. 
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Unless you‘ve got classified, really sensitive data, there‘s no reason for you not to allow 
our tools to communicate back and forth between headquarters and your site.‖[WH_4] 
 

Finding 3.1: Infrastructure: System networks designed to be closed not open.   
Government systems are designed to be closed, not open, as it relates to access, system updates, software 
download, administrative access, and other information systems related concerns. Social media by nature 
is open, not closed, which poses a new way of thinking about information systems for the federal 
government. 
Findings 3.2: A few respondents provided insight on how the federal government agencies had to 
negotiate special arrangements with commercial social media providers such as Flickr and Facebook to 
ensure their unique user requirements was met. 

―So frequently, we need a modification of the terms of service agreement, and if you go 
to apps.gov, you‘ll see the ones the GSA has negotiated – Facebook.  We actually 
contacted Facebook and had them remove the advertising off the page.‖ (MS_5) 

 
Discussion 
Social media implementation within the public sector presented a paradoxical situation because there 
was a Presidential Directive issued regarding the use of social media, yet agencies made their own 
decisions about implementation. In an attempt to explain this situation, We look to education policy 
literature, specifically work by Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer (2002), who examine the implementation of 
education policy initiatives among local and state policymakers as well as federal lawmakers. In their 
article, they outline an approach to understanding the conditions under which such change is possible by 
focusing on how local actors interpret the demands made on them. Their aim was to explore in depth and 
seldom examined, dimensions of the implementation process: agents‘ sense-making with regard to 
reform initiatives. Their argument is based on ―what a policy means for implementing agents is 
constituted in the interaction of their existing cognitive structures (including knowledge, beliefs, and 
attitudes), their situation, and the policy signals‖ (Spillane et al., 2002: 388). Their cognitive model 
provides policymakers with an additional analytical tool to investigate the implementation process, in 
addition to comprehensive explanations for why policy succeeds or fails at the street level. Their model 
incorporates both bottom-up and top-down perspectives on implementation as well as noting that their 
cognitive mode is not linear—both concepts of which apply to our findings of social media 
implementation and adoption with the federal government. 
 
Organization Decision Making 
The interplay among choices, problems, solutions and participant energy involving the decision process 
about social media and the implementation process was demonstrated at a Federal agency through a 
response from an interviewee which highlighted the complexity of coordination between agencies and 
sub-agencies. 

―But the way it‘s set up [social media] is we have the FAA Office of Communications for 
all of FAA.  And the way I see them is they‘re a horizontal slice because they are involved 
in all the LOBs, [lines of business] including air traffic control or innovation.  And then 
different LOBs also have social media initiatives.  So the way this communications office 
deals with it is they say we‘ll work with you but we have the last call on making the 
enterprise level decisions.  And this office also works with DOT on the policy.‖ [EM_4] 

 
Agency Mission and Level of Social Media Activity 
It is important to note that the Cabinet level of the United Presidency includes the Vice President and the 
heads of 15 executive departments—the Secretaries of Agriculture, Commerce, Defense, Education, 
Energy, Health and Human Services, Homeland Security, Housing and Urban Development, Interior, 
Labor, State, Transportation, Treasury, and Veterans Affairs, as well as the Attorney General. A sample of 
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the participants for this research represented the following cabinet level agencies: Agriculture, 
Commerce, Defense, Education, Energy, Housing and Urban Development, Labor, State, Transportation, 
and Treasury. We examined whether agency mission is associated with the level of social media activity, 
see Table 6. We used Lowi‘s (1964, 1972) typology, adapted by Kim (2004), to categorize agency type as 
follows: Agencies that engage in classic control policies, such as regulating business and maintaining 
public health and safety, are considered regulatory agencies. Those that provide benefits, such as services, 
information, and research, are considered distributive agencies. Agencies that offer selective or 
discriminating benefits (welfare, health care, housing and income stabilization) are regarded as 
redistributive agencies. And finally, those that maintain the country‘s sovereignty and government 
functioning (including national security, foreign affairs, and government service bureaus) are deemed 
constituent agencies.   
We expected to find that distributive agencies would have higher levels of social media activity and 
redistributive agencies would have lower levels of social media activity. Of the five agencies categorized 
as Distributive, all had high levels of social media activity. Of the one agency categorized as 
Redistributive, the level of social media activity is low. 

 
 

Table 6: Agency Policy Typology vs. Social Media Activity 
Agency Policy 

Typology 
Level of Social Media Activity 
(based on my analysis) 

Department of Agriculture (USDA) Distributive High 
General Services Administration 
(GSA) 

Distributive High 

NASA Distributive High 
Department of Commerce Distributive High 
Department of Defense  Constituent High 
Department of State Constituent High 
EPA Regulatory High 
Department of Education  Distributive Medium 
Library of Congress Constituent Medium 
Department of Energy (DOE) Regulatory Medium 
Federal Reserve Constituent Low 
Department of Transportation (DOT) Regulatory Low 
Housing/Urban Development Redistributive Low 

 
Social Media Tools Used 
In Tables 7, 8, and 9, the Federal managers speak for themselves. Quotes were used to address the various 
ways social media was used within an Agency representing the role social media played within the 
Agency. There are specific observations about external and internal uses of social media, the various 
social media tools used, and degrees of implementation, see Table 10. Yet, all of these elements are keys to 
the success of any technology implementation, not just social media. The findings also indicate that 
Federal government agencies are using social media in new and different ways to communicate and 
engage with the public.   
 
1a. External Communications 
Agencies used social media for external communications with various constituents for many purposes. 
Although some of the core uses of social media for external communications existed before social media, 
it had never been done in using such real time and interactive methods.   
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Table 7: External Communication 

External Communication 

―they started talking about how they would 
use social media, in most cases, to get 
comments and input from the communities.‖ 
(GP_3) 

"Facebook is becoming insanely popular. How 
can we leverage that to better connect with the 
public?" We're always looking and trying to 
figure out ways to leverage what's going on 
with the Internet and how to get government 
information to users.‖(_DB_25) 

―the agency CIO, really leans forward in that 
department.  She has a blog.  She has a 
Facebook page, so she uses both of those to 
communicate to the community‖ (RJH_6) 

…within the Office of Citizen Services and 
Innovative Technologies, which is where we‘re 
house, we doing services [social media] 
directly with the public 
(FH_2) 

 
 
There are examples of Agencies using Facebook to communicate upcoming events, training 
opportunities, and other useful information to the public. In the example in Figure 4, the Federal Aviation 
Administration actually responds to a citizen via Facebook comments/postings.  

 
Figure 4: Sample FAA Facebook Post 

 
1b. Internal Communications 
Agencies used social media for internal communications between leadership and employees and vice 
versa, employee to employee and employee to contractor.   
 

Table 8: Internal Communications 
 

 



Business Management Dynamics 

Vol.11, No.02, Aug 2021, pp.11-41 

©Society for Business and Management Dynamics 

―I like the information sharing, sort of an 
internal version, like an employee-only 
version of Twitter or Facebook, where you 
can share what it is that you‘re doing, what 
projects you‘re working on, and have that 
open to other teams where you can share 
what skills are available, who‘s doing what.‖ 
(ZM_10) 

―[Agency] recently purchased an enterprise 
license for a sales force product called 
"Chatter," which is kind of an enterprise 
version of Facebook meets Twitter. Where 
basically it's a closed environment where just 
[Agency] employees and contractors can get 
together and discuss internal [Agency] matters 
in a very collaborative, Facebook/Twitter-
esque fashion. (LM_3) 

  
The United States Army uses social media to serve the needs of their soldiers. On the Twitter landing 
page of the U.S. Army, shown in Figure 5, it is clearly stated that the official U.S. Army Twitter feed 
provides news and updates about their soldiers. 

 
Figure 5: Sample U.S. Army Twitter Post 

 
 
 
1c. Innovative Uses of Social Media 
All sixteen agencies provided examples of how social media was used as communication vehicles to 
advance the mission of the Agency. Social media technology was used to advance agency mission by 
moving data and information to the public. Examples of how social media was used in innovative ways 
include the Library of Congress allowing the public to tag content for historical photographs; DoD 
keeping people updated about a tragic shooting at a military base; and NASA assigning a Twitter 
persona to a robot during a space mission to Mars.  
 

Table 9: Innovative Uses of Social Media 
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―Flickr…an experiment…would the Flickr 
community be interested in tagging and 
describing content wasn‘t their own for the 
library?  Certainly, that‘s what it came out to 
be.‖ 
(MS_4) 

―A daily blog posts on how the American Jobs 
Act will put people back to work and how it‘s 
good for America.  I‘ve had Tweets going out 
every day highlighting one or two of the 
things that are in the bills, so people will 
know exactly what‘s within the act.‖ (MK_4) 

―So you know it wasn‘t too long after the 
satellite actually or the device landed on 
Mars, you know, and it is still doing its early 
checkouts and all.  And then you get this 
tweet if you are following phoenix.  And it 
would say, ―Gee its cold here.‖ as an example. 
So it would kind of come at it in the first 
person sense.… the person who is doing the 
tweeting out at JPL would also communicate 
whatever findings and happenings are at the 
time.‖  (BG_4) 

―Ft. Hood – the Ft. Hood shooting happened, 
and we instantly engaged the social media, 
got our messaging out on social media, 
provided with information, in terms of 
correcting misinformation that was out there 
‗cause there was a lot of misinformation 
getting out on social media channels that 
what happened.‖ (LK_5) 

 
The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) uses social media to share current events, research, 
and consumer information with their followers. As shown in Figure 6, USDA blog posts are 
integrated/linked with social media tools. 

 
Figure 6: Sample USDA Facebook Post 
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Table 10: Social Media Tools Used 
Note: FB = Facebook, YT = YouTube, TW = Twitter, FL = Flickr, B = Blogs, RSS = Really Simple Syndication 

EPA 

High

FB, YT, TW, FL, B, RSS, *Social 

Media Directory

 - Robust SM [http://www.epa.gov/]

Department of Commerce High FB, YT, TW, FL, B,  - xxx [http://www.commerce.gov/]

Department of State High FB, YT, TW, FL, B, RSS  - Easy to navigate to SM sites [http://www.state.gov/]

Department of Defense 

High

FB, YT, TW, FL, B, RSS  - List if SM resources for various Units / Links to 

Military SM

[http://www.defense.gov/]

Department of Defense – 

Army High

FB, YT, TW, FL, B, RSS, *Social 

Media Directory

 - Robust SM

' - Large followings

[http://www.army.mil/]

Department of Defense – 

Navy 

High

FB, YT, TW, FL, B, *Social Media 

Directory

 - Robust SM 

' - List of SM resources for various Units 

' - Large following

[www.navy.mil]

Department of Defense – 

Marines

High

FB, YT, TW, FL, B, *Social Media 

Directory

 - Robust SM 

' - List SM resources for various Units

' - Large following * possibly the largest of all Military 

sites

[http://www.marines.mil]

Department of Energy (DOE) 

Medium

B,  - No SM links on www.doe.gov homepage; DOE does 

has a FB page; DOE does seems to have a Twitter site - 

not sure if it's official; also question the officiality of the 

FB page

[http://www.doe.gov/]

Department of Education 

Medium

FB, YT,TW, B - FB, Focus on Dept of Ed Secretary, events

- FB, lower# of followers

[http://www.ed.gov/]

Library of Congress 

Medium

FB, YT, TW, FL, B, RSS  - Use to communicate special announcemnets and events [http://www.loc.gov/index.html]

Federal Reserve

Low

YT,TW, RSS - Not a lot of Twitter activity (low# of tweets) 

' - Use to communicate information about documents and 

milestones

[http://www.federalreserve.gov/]

Housing/Urban Development 

Low

FB, YT, TW, RSS  - Use to communicate information about agency 

programs, safety information

[http://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HU

D]

Department of Transportation 

– Federal Aviation 

Administration(FAA)

Low

FB, YT,TW  - Use to communicate FAA news, information relevant to 

pilots, those interested in aviation

[http://www.faa.gov/]
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Sophistication of Information Technology and Level of Social Media Activity 
To better understand the implementation of social media within the federal government, it important to 
acknowledge the connection between e-government and Open Government on the evolution of electronic 
media usage within the federal government. According to Gil-Garcia and Martinez-Moyano (2007), 
electronic government (e-government) has been defined as the use of information and communication 
technologies in government settings. They acknowledge that this is neither homogeneous nor a static 
phenomenon. Governments are increasingly using information and communication technologies in their 
daily operations and businesses. The study of e-government has increased in recent years and researchers 
are developing theoretical and conceptual models to understand different aspects of e-government 
(Dawes, Pardo, & Cresswell, 2004; Fountain, 2001; Gil-Garcia & Martinez-Moyano, 2005, 2007; Gupta & 
Jana, 2003; Moon, 2002; Pardo, Cresswell, & Thompson, 2001).  
We used Darrel West‘s (2008) E-government rating which measures the sophistication of the information 
technology in an agency, its web presence, and the user-friendliness of its web-based services and products 
as a baseline to compare with each agency‘s level of social media activity. We expect that those agencies 
with higher ratings will be more likely to have a high level of social media activity.  
The four out of 13 agencies with E-government ratings of 70 points or higher have levels of social media 
activity from medium to high. The remaining agencies had scores of E-government ratings of 69 or below. 
Of these agencies, three had low levels of social media activity, one had medium levels of social media 
activity, and five had High levels of social media activity. Evidence does not support those agencies with 
high E-Government ratings have higher levels of social media activity. This finding is consistent with the 
findings of a Mahler and Regan (2009) study which evaluated the use of blogs within the federal 
government. Their findings suggested that there is not a clear link between an agency‘s information 
technology sophistication or web presences and its propensity to use blogging for communication 
purposes.   
 

Table 11: Social Media vs. E-Government Rankings/Ratings 
Agency Level of Social 

Media Activity* 
(based on 
interview data) 

Policy  
Typology 

E-
Government 
Ranking 

E-Government  
Ratings  

   2007 2008 2007 2008 
Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) 

High Distributive 2 2 84.0 79.0 

General Services 
Administration 
(GSA) 

High Distributive 20 3 56.0 77.0 

NASA High Distributive 11 18 61.0 64.0 
Environmental 
Protection Agency 
(EPA) 

High Distributive 25 28 52.0 57.0 

Department of 
Defense  

High Constituent 35 32 48.0 54.0 

Department of 
Commerce 

High Constituent 6 38 72.0 52.0 

Department of State High Regulatory 22 45 55.0 47.0 
Department of 
Education  

Medium Distributive 9 6 65.0 72.0 

Library of Congress Medium Constituent 8 8 70.0 70.0 
Department of 
Energy (DOE) 

Medium Regulatory 29 26 51.0 58.0 
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Federal Reserve Low Constituent 46 10 38.0 69.0 
Housing/Urban 
Development 

Low Regulatory 14 14 59.0 67.0 

Department of 
Transportation 
(DOT) 

Low Redistributiv
e 

36 19 48.0 62.0 

There is limited academic research in the literature regarding social media usage and adoption within the 
Federal government. A study was recently conducted by FORESEE, titled ―Federal Social Media Usage and 
Citizen Satisfaction Update‖, dated October 25, 2011. This special report on social media in the e-
government world includes an audit of the 15 executive-level departments‘ use of social media to connect 
with citizens and how they are promoting their involvement on social media on their main departmental 
websites. FORSESEE‘s findings include the following regarding the 15 cabinet-level agencies‘ compliance 
with social media best practices: 15 have a presence on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube; 12 label social media 
icons with a call to action like ―connect with us‖; 12 use YouTube playlists; 10 use Twitter ―list‖; 7 link to 
an official social media policy; 4 use Twitter ―favorites‖ and 4 post Facebook comment policy. These 
findings are consistent with our Findings as we examined similar best practices of the social media sites 
for the agencies represented in our research.  
 
Multi-disciplinary Model of Innovation  
In general, the stages in an innovation process reflect sequential steps of organizations in which they 
initiate, adopt, and implement an innovation and when a simple innovation is implemented, the stages 
tend to occur in a straight order (Ebbers & Van Dijk, 2007). However, when innovations are complex 
―stages tend to be muddled and overlapping‖ (Wolfe, 1994: 411). Processes that accompany complex 
innovations are often iterative and contain feedbacks and feed-forward cycles (Schroeder, Van de Ven, 
Scudder, & Polley, 1989). Innovation is often characterized as an uncertain, dynamic, apparently random 
(Quinn, 1985; Schoonhoven & Jelinek, 1990), or chaotic (Cheng & Van de Ven, 1996) process.  Ebbers and 
van Dijk updated the Van de Ven Innovation Pathway model which is based on observations of the 
Minnesota Innovation Research Program (MIRP) at 3M in an attempt to solve problems related to the 
non-liner character of the model and the distinction between the developmental period and the 
implementation period (Ebbers & Van Dijk, 2007).    
We updated the Ebbers and van Dijk model by: (1) adding the Executive Directive event; (2) modifying 
Perception of Urgency to include Shock and Chaos; (3) adding decision points for Plan and Involvement 
of Top Management; (4) adding the Collaboration with Other Departments event; (5) modifying the 
Adapting Policies event to include social media; (6) adding a Co-creation event; and (7) adding an 
Infrastructure Development event. The Social Media Innovation Pathway model shown in Figure 7 was 
adopted to demonstrate my interpretation of a social media innovation pathway.  This model is 
grounded in the literature in e-government and adapted from the MIRP Innovation Pathway created by 
Van de Ven et al. (1999). 
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Figure 7: Social Media Innovation Pathway 

 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
Implications for Practice and Future Research  

This study has important implications for government leaders and officials as well as federal Program 
developers and practitioners. It also has implications for the practice of social media and social 
computing within the public and private sectors—not just in the U.S., but internationally. The 
conversation about social media in the workplace is being expanded from an internationally perspective 
as evidenced by Wushe & Shenje (2019) findings that in a public sector South African organization, the 
use of social media by employees during working house can be counterproductive. Forsgren & Bystrom 
(2017) found regarding the use social media within a Norwegian technology company, social media 
helped maintain coherence in the workplace, cases where negative effects emerged were related to lack of 
adoption. The dynamism and interactivity of Web 2.0 technologies, together with its more experientially 
oriented and functional information designs, present both opportunities and challenges for digital 
government (Zappen et al., 2008).   
This research may inform efforts to implement Web 2.0 and social media programs throughout the 
Federal Government. Our results may contribute to improved practice by helping government 
professionals better manage information content and develop more effective open government initiatives. 
We hope also to contribute by providing insights about factors that influence the success of Web 2.0 and 
social media programs. This is important because the Federal government continues to struggle with how 
to implement effective programs and reduce technology spending. According to the market research 
firm, INPUT, federal spending on information technology is expected to rise at a compounded annual 
growth rate of more than 5 percent annually over the next five years (Spoth, 2010).    
This work underscores the importance of culture and organizational decision making as it relates to the 
complexity of the diffusion of innovation, specifically social media. Specific empirical inquiry about the 
interaction patterns of military/DoD and civilian agencies is recommended to further define 
differentiating decision-making processes for new job categories related to specific roles within the 
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various government agencies that were created for social media (e.g., social media manager, social media 
director, social media champion, etc.).   
The data hints at ample opportunity to elaborate on our findings. Future qualitative inquiry could 
explore more specifically how IT managers and CIOs understand the role of innovation within their 
agencies. We suggest a longitudinal study focused on how specific types of innovations may or may not 
affect an agency‘s overall impact on improving citizen engagement. We also recommend further research 
centered on the relationship between social media and Open Government. Specifically, how social media 
has had an impact on Open Government and to obtain a better understanding of the outcomes. Since 
social media is still a new and evolving technology there are opportunities to study the implementation 
of specific social media tools with the federal government. It is also possible to conduct research on social 
media implementation between two federal agencies by comparing the findings.  
 
Limitations 
This study has several limitations that should be noted. Although our focus on IT managers and social 
media points of contact was deliberate, our sample was drawn from select federal government agencies 
and thus may not be generalizable to all IT and social media professionals. The respondents, sourced 
from very large federal agencies, may not be representative of those from smaller organizations. 
Although our respondents represented many of the major federal government agencies, our findings may 
not be generalizable to all government sectors. Although the agencies represented in our study varied in 
size, mission, and budgets, a more focused sample between two or three agencies may have produced 
different results. 
It should be acknowledged that the principal researcher has extensive management and consulting 
experience in the IT and knowledge management Federal sector and that despite conscious efforts to 
control for bias, this may have affected our data collection and interpretation. 
 
Contribution 
My work is unique in its focus on how federal government manages experienced the diffusion of an 
innovation—social media. Although innovation has been studied using samples composed of 
government mangers in other fields, we are unaware of any that have previously singled out those 
focusing on social media. We contribute not only to the literature about social media implementation 
with the federal government, but also the practice of social media. With respect to the latter, my findings 
have potential impact on how new social media tools and future innovations can be implemented within 
the federal government, which according to our findings can be improved significantly when leadership 
serves as champion of an innovation and guidelines for implementation and use are clearly 
communicated. 
 
Dr. Montressa L. Washington (Ph.D., Case Western Reserve University) is an Assistant Professor of 
Management and Director of the Institute for Entrepreneurship at Shenandoah University in Virginia.   
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Appendix A: Current and Potential Uses of Web 2.0 in the Federal Government 
 

Web 2.0 
technology 

Simplified 
definition  

Examples of federal 
use  

Potential for government  

Blogs  Web sites where 
regular entries are 
made (such as in a 
journal or diary) 
and presented in 
reverse 
chronological order.  

White House Blog; 
Department of State‘s 
Dipnote Blog; The 
Transportation Security 
Administration‘s Air 
Security Blog  

Can provide government 
information to new 
audiences and encourage 
public conversations on 
government issues. 

Social 
networking 
sites  

Web sites that 
connect people 
through online 
communities. Users 
can establish pages 
with their profiles 
and find other 
people they know or 
look for other 
members with 
similar interests or 
affiliations.  

USA.gov Facebook 
Page; NASA Spacebook 
and CoLab Program; 
EPA Facebook Group; 
State Department and 
Transportation Security 
Administration Twitter 
accounts  

Can support public 
interaction in response to 
agency announcements. 

Video and 
multimedia 
sharing  

Web sites that use 
videos, images, and 
audio libraries to 
share information.  

USA.gov Multimedia 
Library; NASA‘s 
YouTube Page  

Can support public 
outreach, education, 
training, and other 
communication with online 
audiences. 

Wikis  Collections of Web 
pages that 
encourage users to 
contribute or 
directly modify the 
content.  

GSA‘s 
Intergovernmental 
Solutions Wiki; 
Intellipedia; Office of 
Management and 
Budget‘s 
USAspending.gov Wiki  

Can support public 
collaboration, knowledge 
sharing, and input on 
government issues. 

Podcasting  Publishing audio 
files on the Web so 
they can be 
downloaded onto 
computers or 
portable listening 
devices. Users can 
subscribe to a 
―feed‖ of new audio 
files and download 
them automatically 
as they are posted.  

White House podcasts; 
USA.gov Federal 
Podcast Library; 
Webcontent.gov 
podcasts; Census daily 
podcasts  

Provide updates, coverage 
of live government 
deliberations, emergency 
response information, and 
how-to messages to the 
public. 

Mashups  Web sites that 
combine content 

USA Search; HUD‘s 
National Housing 

Can support richer 
information sharing by 
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from multiple 
sources for an 
integrated 
experience.  

Locator System  integrating external data 
and expanding government 
reach 

 
Source: GAO analysis of USA.gov and GSA data.  GAO-10-872T Challenges of Web 2.0 Technologies, 
2010 
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol and Questions for Executives/Professionals:  
U.S. Federal Agencies 
 
Step 1: Introduction and Explanation  
 

Introduction (Interviewer): “Hi (name). I would like to thank you for taking the time to meet with me 
today. If you will allow me, I'd like to go over a few things before we begin.”  
 
Purpose and Format for the Interview (Interviewer): “The purpose of this interview is to find out 
about the role of social media within your agency. I'm going to ask you a series of questions asking you to 
describe your experiences around how you experienced the implementation of social media.”  
 
Confidentiality (Interviewer): “Everything you share with me in this interview will be kept in strictest 
of confidence, and your comments will be transcribed anonymously – omitting your name as well as 
anyone else you refer to in the interview. Your responses will be included with all the other interviews I 
conduct.”  
 
Audio Taping (Interviewer): “To help me capture your responses without being overly distracted by 
talking notes, I would like to audio tape our conversation with your permission. Again, your responses will 
be kept confidential, however, if there is something you would like to share off the record, or not have 
recorded, please let me know and I will be happy to turn off the recorder.”  

 
Step 2: Opening Icebreaker Questions  
 

Interviewer:  
 
1) “I‟d like to start by learning about you. Tell me about yourself – who you are, your background, your 
family, what you do, etc.”  
 

Probing:  
a. "What is your name, job title, years of experience?"  
b. "What is your education background?"  
c. "How long have you worked for the federal government?"  
d. “How long have you been in your current position?” 
e. "Have you worked for other federal government agencies?"  
f. “Describe the agency: Values, Mission, Management structure and style, culture” 
 

Step 3: Key Criteria Questions  
 
Interviewer: “I'm going to ask you a series of questions regarding your experience with social media (?) and I‟d 
like you in as much detail as you can remember to describe your experiences. If I have clarifying questions, I will ask 
you.” 

 
1) “Tell me about your first experience with social media use in the federal government?”  

 
Probing:  

a. “What tools did you implement?”  
b. “How did you select the tools?”  
c. “Did you implement social media tools externally or internally to the Agency?”  
d. “Did you collaborate with other people, departments or agencies? 

 
2) “Tell me about a time when you had to make a decision about social media usage for your Agency?”  
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Probing:  
a. "How did time and budget come into play?"  
b. "What other issues were involved?"  

 
3) “What factors inhibited social media adoption within your Agency?”  
 
Probing:  

a. "Did you receive additional funding for social media implementations?"  
b. “Were there technological challenges, e.g. firewall issues?” 
c. "What, if any, „pushback‟ did you receive from anyone regarding social media?" 
d. “What, if any, barriers and risks were apparent during social media implementation? E.g. "Privacy Act, 
Freedom of Information Act (FOIA), Paperwork Reduction Act (PRA), E-Government Act?" 
 

4) “What factors facilitated social media adoption within your Agency?”  
 
Probing:  

a. "Were your staffed skilled in social media technologies?”  
b. “Were your customers active participants in the process?”  
 

5) “Tell me about your customers?”  
 
Probing:  

a. "Do you have external and internal customers?”  
b. “How do they communicate their wants, needs, desires?”  
 

Step 4: Closing  
 
Interviewer: “That concludes our interview. Do you have any additional comments regarding social media at 
(agency name).”  

 
“Thank you very much for your time and for sharing your experiences with me. In the event that I have a need to 
clarify some of your responses, would it be ok for me to give you a short follow up phone call.” 
 


