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This time last year would you have predicted Brexit, Trump 
as US President, terrorist trucks being driven into crowds 
in Nice and Berlin, the murder of Jo Cox MP, Leicester 
City winning the league, or the popularity of Pokémon GO?
 
All had some impact on policing and public sector 
organisations and all were massive social media stories. 
These were occasions when people who would never 
have voiced opinions before became part of a collective 
conversation. This collective conversation, facilitated by 
modern social media platforms, creates new risks and 
opportunities for organisations. The fundamentals of 
risk management are to understand the threats and be 
involved in the solution: social networking is no different.

Facebook and Twitter are now important business 
systems for the Police and in fact, all public service 
organisations. The use of them is as critical to effective 
daily operations as the use of email. Often we focus on 
each platform and put the same content on Twitter and 
Facebook expecting it to work effectively on both. But 
each day these platforms change and the way they are 
used changes too. What is clear is that some people use 
only one platform while others use many but in different 
ways. We need to keep up with social media shifts to get 
the best out of it.

The new reality is that the public, our partners, staff 
and colleagues are all having conversations about the 

POLICE

issues that matter to them. They are talking about our 
organisations, our people and their actions, and are 
expressing views on them all. 
 
‘Social networking’ has always taken place. Chats over the 
garden fence, in the post office queue or at the school gate 
are now digital. The change we have seen over the last 
few years is more about the platform that people use rather 
than the nature of the conversation. Social media means 
that the conversation is no longer limited to the geography 
of those involved or their availability in real time. 

One thing that is said about social media is that it  
spreads news faster. It can also make conversations 
longer, resulting in a slower communication. Let me 
explain: three mums discuss an issue at the school gate 
at 9am and it is instantaneous. If one of them posts it on 
Facebook other parents may not see it until 5pm, then 
will start to comment. Later that evening other friends see 
the comments and get involved. Then, 12 hours after the 
initial conversation dozens or hundreds might be involved. 
It could continue for days as people share their views. 
Therefore, social media is both faster and slower at  
the same time!

Risks

The trick is that the risks change and need to be managed 
as the conversation continues. It is vital for organisations 
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to be involved in the conversation, or at least be listening 
to the issues as they evolve. Often prompt and effective 
responses can have a massive beneficial affect on how 
an issue is perceived, Waiting is really not an option these 
days and can often increase frustration and reduce the 
impact of an organisation’s message. The risk that has 
to be balanced is that it is not acceptable to be wrong. If 
you are not certain about something, explain that you are 
working to clarify or investigate, and promise to update 
when the details are confirmed, but keep that promise.

Insight

The absolute key to managing your organisation’s social 
media presence is insight. There is a mass of data out 
there demonstrating ‘performance’ on social media but 
let’s be clear, the number of followers is NOT a measure 
of success.
 
Using insights comes with its own risks: 
• Is the data accurate? 
• Do we understand what it means? 
• Is it relevant?
 
That’s why when posting content or replying to a comment 
you need to understand what you are aiming to achieve, 
and how you will monitor it to see if you succeeded. If 
you want to influence the discussion, ask yourself: why 
do I need to do this and how will the audience react? The 
public feels more confident challenging organisations that 
try to spin or dodge issues using social media than they 
would ever do face-to-face.
 

It’s also important to 
understand who is 

saying what and why, 
and what they have 

said in the past. 
By using insight 
data you can 
work out if the 
audience is 
clicking links 
or sharing 

comments. 
It can be 

really important 
to understand if 

someone who is making 
a lot of ‘noise’ is getting 

any traction or not. Also, vitally, you can see if your own 
comments and updates have impact.
Using this information you can then adapt, refresh or 
change your approaches to issues. However, unless you 
set out your objective in advance, you will never know if  
it is working.

Insight isn’t just about ‘hard data’. Hard data can best be 
described as simple data. The number of people clicking 
a link, the number of shares, likes or retweets are all good 
examples of hard data. However success also needs 
to be measured in terms of context or ‘soft data’. The 
problem with context or perception data is that it is difficult 
to measure and is always subjective; that’s the point of 
it after all. Understanding what people think about an 
issue, getting people to do something, or moving opinion 
is often the overall objective of the communications or 
engagement activity. While hard data may prove the 
messages are reaching the audience, soft data will 
demonstrate if they have responded.
 
Gathering soft data is challenging. Often you will need 
to benchmark opinion beforehand, during and after the 
activity to get really useful information. However, this 
brings its own risks in terms of reliability of sources, or 
even a risk of damaging the effectiveness of the activity. 
This is because often we make too many demands  
on the audience: it can be very easy to over-survey  
your community.
 
The reality is that you need a combination of data sets to 
provide effective insight into what your communities think 
about an issue: or even what those in your organisation 
think. Communications’ professionals can use a number 
of data sources over a period of time to employ their 
professional judgement about the effectiveness of social 
media activity.

There are many examples in policing when using social 
media has had an immediate impact on the operational 
effectiveness of the force. From identifying suspects 
from CCTV images, suspects phoning in to arrange to 
come into custody when we post their images online, to 
saving lives of missing people. Primarily police are part of 
the community and social media encourages interaction 
between police and those we serve.
 
While for many people using social media is a simple 
and intuitive experience, the reality for organisations, and 
particularly the public sector, is that there are risks to 
balance. We also have to remember that we are at the 
very beginning of this digital social networking experience. 
After all, Facebook is only 11 years old and in just a few 
years Google has become a verb. Are you able to predict 
how things will have changed by spring 2018? Who 
knows? But if you have the insight and are involved in the 
conversation, at least you will be part of the journey.

It is vital for 
organisations to 

be involved in the 
conversation, or at  
least be listening to  
the issues as they 

evolve. 

David Bailey (david.bailey@staffordshire.pnn.police.uk) 
is Digital Engagement Lead at Staffordshire Police.  
Find out more at: policemediablog.com 

mailto:david.bailey%40staffordshire.pnn.police.uk?subject=
http://policemediablog.com

