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Using the internet as a communication instrument in the public sector has been and still is a 

òbig hitó both in practice and theory. Although the internet has enabled forms of two-way, 

interactive and participative communication since it came into being, the public sector and 

governments apply it plainly as a supplemental instrument of public relations 

(Grunewald/Banse/Coenen et al. p. 165). In this case the primary purpose of internet use is 

eluding selection and editing of official information by the media, but not getting directly in 

touch with the citizens or enhancing government functions themselves. This is why Bieber 

(2006 p. 257) describes digital or online government communication as a òbypassó. But is 

there any empirical evidence supporting the assumption that interaction and participation via 

internet would turn online government communication into a òmain arteryó? 

 

                                            
* Web: www.danielheine.de | E-Mail: daniel_heine@yahoo.de 



2 

 

Relevance & Research Question 

 

Corresponding to the most research topics in the fields of political communication this and 

similar questions have been asked mainly in the context of election campaigns and mass 

communication (Kaase 1998 p. 97; Sarcinelli 2009 p. 27). Probably the best example is 

Barack Obama, whose efforts in applying Facebook, Youtube, Twitter and so on in his election 

campaign attracted a lot of attention. In contrast, the challenges and opportunities for 

government communication have been neglected. Hence, this paper is dealing with the 

question as to whether such interactive and participative elements of online communication, 

called Social Web (Welker & Zerfaß 2008, p. 12), can improve government communication 

in a way that it is no longer used exclusively as a òbypassó to get around mainstream media: 

Is the use of Social Web as an instrument of government communication more effective than 

the use of established, one-way, non interactive and non participative instruments? 

 

Theoretical Basis 

 

The theoretical framework of a research concerning the actor ògovernmentó has to be build at 

the output side of the political process. Under the conditions of parliamentary democracy (like 

in Germany) the government is the formative actor especially in the phase of policy 

implementation (Blum & Schubert 2009 pp. 66; Kevenhörster 2008 p. 49). However, the 

implementation of a policy does not cease with the conformable formulation and passing of a 

law (Schneider & Janning 2006 p. 58). The citizens who ought to act according to the laws 

and regulations (generally binding decisions) usually cannot or should not be forced to do that: 

For example to apply for subsidy, to use public infrastructure or to stop smoking. In most 

instances, communication gets necessary to exploit the general potential of power governance 

which is based on specific situations (Zerfaß 2006 p. 230). By using communication, a 

government is able to announce laws and regulations and to obtain their acceptance. Both are 

the basis of policy implementation and thatõs why no policy implementation can be successful 

without communication (Kevenhörster 2008 p. 327). At first glance, this appears to be a 

triteness. 
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However, considering that communication processes are social phenomena (Maletzke p. 18) 

and take place under specific social conditions, the success of the communication processes 

and with them the success of policy implementation cannot be taken for granted. Two 

important social conditions framing communication in modern societies are its form of 

organization as a ònetwork societyó (Castells 2004 p. 527; Castells 2006 p. 4; Van Dijk 

2006) and the ubiquity of media (òmediatizationó (Krotz 2007)). As a consequence, 

government communication enabling the implementation of policies in modern societies 

requires communication channels both having the potential to reach the general public (for 

which it is legitimized to decide) and to admit forms of conclusive/persuasive communication. 

From a theoretical, technological point of view the Social Web is such a communication 

channel: since the age of cheap and widespread computer hardware and (mobile) broadband 

internet connections, approximately a whole nation could be addressed. At the same time, it is 

possible to establish persuasive and argumentative styles of communication at the same 

channel (with theoretically a whole nation). This should lead to better communication effects 

(and again to a better policy implementation). The last assumption should be tested empirically 

in this  study: 

 

Hypothesis 1: 

If a government uses Social Web as a communication instrument in the phase of policy 

implementation, the effect of policy-implementation-communication (PIC) will be greater than if 

it does not. 

 

As mono causal stimulus response models cannot explain communication processes 

comprehensively (Schenk 2007 pp. 30; Bonfadelli 2004a p.31), intervening variables were 

covered. As it has been shown that knowledge about and experience in dealing with Internet 

and Social Web influences the skills to use Social Web offers by recipients (Bonfadelli 2004a 

pp. 223; Süß 2008 pp. 369; Schweiger 2007 p.266; von Gottberg 2009; 

Oehmichen/Schröter 2006 p. 447), one intervening variable was the Social Web use of the 

research participants. Furthermore, a personõs political interest and his or her affiliation to the 

addressed audience of the policy were covered due to the findings out of the involvement 
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perspective in the fields of communication research (Schenk 2007 pp.249; Bonfadelli 2004b 

pp. 23). 

 

Hypothesis 2: 

Individual characteristics of a person like the use of Social Web, political interest and the 

affiliation to the addressed audience of the communicated policy have influence on the effects 

of Social Web use as an instrument of government communication in the phase of policy 

implementation. 

 

Method 

 

The basic idea of the empirical research on these hypotheses is to simulate the communication 

process occurring in the context of the implementation of a concrete policy by using different 

communication instruments under 

constant circumstances apart from this. 

After measuring and comparing the 

communication effects caused by the 

different instruments, it should be clear 

if Social Web actually is the most 

effective one. As the research is about 

examining a causal link, an 

experimental research design had to be 

chosen. 

 

Variables 

In accordance with this, òSocial Web 

useó (as an instrument of government 

communication) was defined as an 

independent and òcommunication 

effectó as a dependent variable. 

The initial point for the definition of 
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Social Web use was the definition of Social Web as interactive and participative elements of 

online communication (Welker & Zerfaß 2008, p. 12). Both terms were used as indicators to 

announce the presence of Social Web. Participation describes the ability of users to take part 

or to get involved in a communication sequence, and interactivity is the òextent to which 

messages in an sequence relate to each other, and especially the extent to which later 

messages recount the relatedness of earlier messagesó (Rafeali/Sudweeks 1997). By 

distinguishing different levels of interaction within principally participative communication 

sequences different levels of Social Web were identified: 

 

1. Neither participative, nor interactive: no Social Web 

2. Participative and interactive: Simple Social Web 

a. based on text messages: Simple Social Web/Comments 

b. based on video messages: Simple Social Web/Video 

3. Participative and interactive based on both text and video messages: Complex Social 

Web 

 

Social Web becomes an instrument of government communication when a government is the 

òauthoró and initiator of a Social Web communication sequence. Only the passive use 

(reception) of Social Web by the recipients was examined in the study. This means that the 

research participants just watched the participation and interaction taking place in the context 

of government communication without the chance to get involved. This limitation was accepted 

because passive use (lurking) represents the dominant practice in the Social Web (Davis 2005 

p. 8; Busemann & Gscheidle 2009 p. 357). 

The dependent variable òcommunication effectó was operationalized by making use of the 

DPRG/ICV framework (Fig. 2) for communication controlling (Rolke & Zerfaß 2010). This 

analysis model suggests several measurement ranges within several levels of impact focusing 

on different objects of measurement. As the study should examine effects on the recipients or 

stakeholders, the communication outcome gained the centre stage. This is why the eight 

measurement ranges Perception, Utilization, Knowledge (Direct Outcome) and Opinion, 

Attitude, Emotion, Behavioral Disposition and Behavior (Indirect Outcome) shaped the variable 

òcommunication effectó. This differentiated point of view enables more profound methods of 
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analysis and interpretation on very detailed as well as on global levels of the communication 

effects. The global òPolicy Implementation Communication Outcomeó (PICO) was calculated by 

aggregating the single values measured at the eight measurement ranges. Every measurement 

range was weighted equally, because the higher ranges are built on the lower ones 

(Porák/Fieseler/Hoffmann 2007 p. 543). 

 

Fig. 1 DPRG/ICV framework for communication controlling  

 

 

The inquiry itself was conducted by doing a survey on the one hand and an observation on the 

other hand. With the help of the survey, the data for first seven measurement ranges were 

gathered: The research participants were asked to fill out a questionnaire containing both 

questions and little tasks concerning the treatment material. Whereas it is not possible to trace 

actual behavior by asking somebody (Atteslander/Cromm 2008 p. 101), it was necessary to 

observe whether the participants acted according to the communicated law.  

Treatment and Treatment Material 

The experiment demanded a suitable policy or law, which could be communicated to research 

participants by using the different instruments and types of communication determined by the 
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operationalization of independent variable Social Web use (as instrument of government 

communication). For this purpose a suitable law was designed: The citizens of a German 

federal state should be able to apply for a refund of VAT payments for private spendings in 

July 2009. Filling out an application form should be a condicio sine qua non to get the refund. 

This is a very typical case of political regulations which cannot or should not be established by 

forcing the citizens. Other regulations, terms and descriptions were designed according to the 

real wording of laws. Furthermore, they were constructed very sophisticatedly with the aim to 

complicate the understanding of all the regulations at first sight. Issue and political intent of the 

law referred to the surrounding situation of the ongoing economic crisis. This appeared 

authentically because similar programs had been signed by the Federal government during the 

economic crisis (e.g. in Germany Abwrackprämie, Wachstumsbeschleunigungsgesetz). The 

research participants were told that the law had been signed just a couple of days before. The 

aim of all this was to make sure that the research participants did not notice that they were 

confronted with a fake law. 

Attending authenticity was the primary challenge also in designing the treatment material itself. 

Taking the fake law as a basis, the content of the original government website was replaced. 

In the end the original government websites and the fake websites could not be distinguished. 

Four versions of the manipulated website were made which represented the four different levels 

of Social Web use and were utilized as stimulus material. 

The first version contained no Social Web elements. Here the main content of the website was 

an official text describing the law. On this website neither opportunities to participate nor to 

interact were implemented. It was clear that the sole sender of the message was the 

government and that nobody could influence it from outside. This version represented the 

ótraditionalò tools of online (government) communication and was assigned to the control 

group in the experiment. In the second version the first type of Simple Social Web was 

implemented. Now the users had the opportunity to participate in the communication sequence 

that appeared on the website by adding a text comment. In this way the first level of 

interactivity was realized, too, because the messages related to each other: Users could 

participate in the communication sequence on the website by adding comments to the basic 

text describing the law and the government moderates and answers by adding comments on 

its behalf. This version represented the communication style of Weblogs. In accordance with 
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the identical principle the third version contained participation and interaction on the same 

Social Web level. However, now the way to realize interaction was not based on the 

exchange of text messages/comments but video messages. Last but not least, in the fourth 

version the Complex Social Web was implemented. Like in version two and three, there was 

the opportunity to participate in communication sequences ð but now by adding both videos 

and text comments. Thus relations between messages can take into account the relatedness of 

earlier messages, which is why a higher level of interactivity is realized here. This version 

represented the complex and multi-setting communication style practiced at Social Web 

platforms like Youtube. 

In order to build these versions the identical text modules were used every time. Therefore, all 

measured effects could be derived from the different forms of (confrontation with) participation 

and interaction indeed and not of different formulations and terms. 

Research Participants and Sampling procedure 

The research participants were recruited at an international airport situated in the German 

Federal state where the law should be valid. This location was chosen because of the expected 

broad mixture of the passers here and the resulting broad mixture of the potential research 

participants. Thus, research participants with different amounts of use of Social Web, political 

interest and affiliation to the addressed audience of the communicated law could be recruited. 

From all the people passing the check-in-area the potential research participants were picked 

out using the sampling procedure of particular choice of typical cases: The clue to choose the 

participants was their age because the variable age was confounded to all the other 

intervening variables. In a second step ăstatistical twinsò were set up and randomly assigned 

to one experiment group respectively to one version of the website. All in all 68 participants 

could be acquired, what means 17 per experiment group. 59.7 percent of them were male, 

40.3 percent female. The participantsõ average age was 38.8 years and they had different 

professions, amounts of internet and Social Web use, political interest and involvement to the 

law. 

Procedure 

In a short briefing, the participants were introduced to the experiment. They were told that the 

study was about testing the òlook and feeló of random selected websites from the political 

sphere in general. Their task was to use the website according to their personal interest as long 
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as they wanted. After using the website, they were asked to take a questionnaire by 

themselves. Thus the research participants were not only deceived about the authenticity of the 

law and the websites but also about the purpose of the study. Thereby the experiment was 

applied as a blind test in order to minimize artifacts like self suggestion or changes of behavior 

(Diekmann 2009 p. 338). 

Moreover, application forms for the communicated law were placed near the questionnaires. 

Unbeknownst to the participants, it was observed whether they had taken an application form. 

So it was possible to observe actions and not only trace effects in the other seven measurement 

ranges. 

Measurement and evaluation methods 

The study used a combination of two empirical methods to gather the data: a written survey 

with a standardized questionnaire and an observation. The questionnaire included questions 

concerning the main dependent variable, the intervening variables as well as socio 

demographic information. Based on these sources, the value of the indices in the eight 

measurement ranges of the communication effect and the intervening variables were 

calculated. In a second step it was possible to aggregate the single index values reached in 

the measurement ranges to one global index describing the communication effect (PICO). A 

higher index value indicates a higher communication effect. 

Furthermore bi- and multivariate statistical analyses were conducted using the analysis software 

SPSS. In detail, these have been analysis of variances and rank correlation. 

 

Results 

 

Effects of Social Web use on the global level 

The comparison of the global PICO between the control group (42.17 points) and the mean of 

the three experiment groups (46.47 points) shows that Social Web use as an instrument of 

government communication lead to a higher communication effect indeed (Fig. 3). Yet, 

contrary to the assumption that the highest level of Social Web use (Complex Social Web) 

should lead to the highest communication effects, the moderate Social Web use was the 

version with the highest global PICO. The index value measured and calculated within 
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experiment group III (Simple Social Web/Video) is higher than these in all other groups 

(48.13 points). Even the text version of Simple Social Web use effected higher values (47.00 

points) than Complex Social Web (44.28 points). 

 

Fig. 2: Effects of Social Web use on the global level 

 

 

Effects of Social Web use on the level of the measurement ranges 

Some more details about the way the Social Web use takes effect are available on the level of 

the eight measurement ranges (Fig. 4). Complex Social Web showed the best effects in 

affective measurement ranges and especially in the range òBehavioró, where it even beat (in 

contrast to the global level) forms of moderate Social Web use. However, in ranges like 

Perception and Utilization the measured values were distinctly lower than in the other version. 

 

Fig. 3: Effects of Social Web use on the level of the measurement ranges 
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Influence of use of Social Web by a person on the effects of Social Web use 

Fig. 5 displays the differences of the PICO between the control group and the average of the 

three experiment groups divided into four groups of participants with different use of Social 

Web. For these participants, who never used Social Web, the calculated value of the 

difference is negative. This suggests that here the version without Social Web use as an 

instrument of government communication reaches a higher communication effect than the 

versions with Social Web use. 

In the group of participants with low and middle use of Social Web the difference amounted to 

+ 5.12 points and + 13.41 points. Here grater routine in using the Social Web lead to the 

higher communication effects the more interactivity and participation was shown on the 

website. By contrast, in the group of participants who can be described as heavy users of the 

Social Web the difference is smaller (but still positive). 

 

Fig. 4: Influence of use of Social Web by a person on the effects of Social Web use 

 

 

Influence of political interest on the effects of Social Web usage 

Applying the same principle, it is possible to examine the role of the political interest of the 

participants in the reception process. At participants with very low and low political interest the 

value of the PICO differed by + 8.8 points between the control group and the average of the 

three experiment groups, at participants with regular political interest by + 3.99 points and at 

participants with high and very high political interest merely + 3.11 points (Fig. 6). The 

difference caused by Social Web use declined with increasing political interest of the research 

participants. 
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Fig. 5: Influence of political interest on the effects of Social Web usage 

 

 

Impact of political interest on the effects of Social Web usage 

Finally the impact of the affiliation to the addressed audience of the communicated policy was 

tested. The average increase caused by Social Web use came up to + 8.85 points for persons 

who felt themselves associated to the addressed audience. The increase was less with people 

who considered themselves not to be associated to the addressed audience (6.77). 

Statistical Tests 

It must be mentioned that the statistical analysis yielded no significant effect. This fact could but 

does not necessarily have to be interpreted as a limitation to the results of the study. Because 

of the relatively small sample size, a great Type II error can be expected. In this case the 

rejection of the null hypothesis could be impossible and thereby no result could be marked as 

significant (Diekmann 2009 p. 714). This problem strains especially the statistical testing of the 

hypothesis concerning the influence of the intervening variables. Here multifactorial 

relationships were tested. Every group contained 17 research participants. This means for 

example for the intervening variable òuse of Social Webó, which has four different parameter 

values, that in the best case theoretically four and once five participants could have demanded 

both parameter values at the same time. 

The lack of statistical significance of all the results has some consequences for their 

interpretation and discussion. It is not possible to say with which empirical probability the 

sample and the data measured in the sample correspond to the population. Therefore, no 

precise predictions about exact percentages of effect changes can be made. However, 
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because of the broad and representative sampling of the research participants it is possible to 

interpret the results as indications of tendencies.  

 

Discussion 

 

Thus, the study shows that there are empirical reasons to suppose that Social Web use as an 

instrument of government communication has positive influence on the communication effects. 

This is why the Social Web has the potential to be more than a òbypassó. Furthermore, the 

detailed evaluation shows that using relative simple patterns of participation and interaction is 

usually the most suitable way to communicate political decisions. On the one hand, the plain 

text version leads to very low persuasive effects. On the other hand, the global communication 

effect decreases when there is a fully participative and interactive communication setting. In 

such cases, the overlapping communication sequences implemented in the Complex Social 

Web could be overcharging the users, especially if it can be adopted that the users will not be 

active. They lose the interest to decode the information which is scattered in different messages 

with multiple relations to each other. 

The measured values at the eight measurement ranges indicate that the complex forms of 

Social Web should be used when the focus of the communication process lies on persuasion 

and on changing emotions, opinions, attitudes and above all the behavior of the target group 

respectively. The moderate Social Web use reaches a very consistent effect over all ranges. 

When the primary communication aim is information, then it could be the best to relinquish the 

use of any interactive and participative elements. 

However, all these effects do not conform to any automatism. Evidence for that is given by 

covering the influence of the examined intervening variables. The data about a personõs use of 

Social Web show that the more someone is used to Social Web the greater increase of the 

communication effect caused by Social Web use can be expected. The decrease of the 

intensifying effect of greater use of Social Web on people who use Social Web very often 

could be explained by the research design: Participants who are very practiced in using the 

Social Web are not satisfied with the passive use of interactive and participative websites. 

They feel deceived because of the limitation, which is why they notice no big differences to a 

website without Social Web elements at all. 
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Moreover the political interest of a person seems to be an intervening variable. The less a 

person is interested in policy the higher is the enhancement of the communication effects 

through Social Web use. This may lead to the consequence that Social Web should be used 

particularly when it can be expected that the target group is less interested in policy. The 

results about the influence of the personal involvement of a person with the law indicate that 

Social Web use is more efficient when the recipients are involved and directly affected by the 

law. 

What has to be written down in the end is: To which extents this effects are noticeable has to 

be explored in a large scale with more research participants. To put it in a nutshell, the added 

value of this study is the research design itself more than the single results. The study represents 

a design which is suitable to investigate causal attributable effects on several levels of online 

communication patterns on the Social Web. 
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