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SUMMARY

This paper, relying on three empirical cases of spending reviews carried out in Europe, investigates
the social media contribution to engage citizens in spending review processes, the differences
between the use of social media (i.e. Web 2.0 tools) compared to traditional Web 1.0 tools in the
process of public engagement, finally providing recommendations on how Governments can exploit
the potentialities of social media to achieve social legitimacy during spending review processes.
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1. Introduction

The spending review is a managerial intervention that has been adopted in several European
countries, such as Italy, France or UK, especially in the aftermath of the global financial crisis. It
can be defined as a process (Agasisti et al., 2015) grounded on the central idea to cut public
expenditure based on public sector priorities.

The need to decide about which public services have to be cut and the relative amount of savings
represents a crucial issue for citizens, which demands their involvement in order to obtain social
legitimacy (Pollitt, 2010). In this context, social media may represent a potential enabling
technology for citizens’ engagement since extant studies have shown the potentialities of these tools
to facilitate dialogue and interaction between citizens and administration (e.g. Bertot et al., 2012a;
Vesnic-Alujevic, 2012; Mergel and Bretschneider, 2013).

Against this background, this paper investigates the extent to which social media contribute to
public engagement during spending review processes, providing recommendations for Governments
on the exploitation of these social technologies. Specifically, we aim to answer the following
research question: can Web 2.0 expand public engagement beyond Web 1.0 platforms?

2. The social dimension of the spending review

The spending review can be defined as a budget revision process that consists essentially of an
analytical evaluation of all the expenses of an organisation (Agasisti et al., 2015). This process is
aimed at reducing public spending either by implementing linear or non-linear expenditure cuts
based on performance analysis or by re-prioritising expenditures, in order to identify space for new
spending proposals or investments. So far, the academic debate has devoted relatively little interest
on this theme with the emerging literature describing recent experiences in specific countries or
sectors (i.e. Chote et al., 2004; Berry and Sinclair, 2010; Yeates et al., 2011; Niemietz, 2011) or
addressing the nature of the spending review process (i.e. Bourgon, 2009; Lapsley and Midwinter,
2010; Monacelli and Pennisi, 2010).

Focusing more specifically on the social dimension of the spending review, one aspect that emerges
as being particularly critical is its social legitimacy, intended as citizens’ acceptance about the
social justice and rationality of the spending review programme (Pollit, 2010). According to Pandey
(2010) the difficulties in implementing spending reviews and, more in general, cutback
management strategies are indeed related to the ‘publicness’ of organizations involved, which
makes them subject to the influence of their external environment.

Though these concepts of social legitimacy and publicness are deemed as crucial to enact successful
spending review processes, in literature no works explicitly investigate the available tools to
enhance social legitimacy (i.e. the involvement of citizens and public opinion) and more in general
how technology can support public engagement during spending review processes.

In this landscape, we focus particularly on social media (also known as Web 2.0 tools). In this
respect, some studies have examined the process of bringing social media into the sphere of
Governments, with the aim of providing a roadmap to support their use. These works investigate
phases for social media adoption (Mergel and Bretschneider, 2013), policy rules around social
media use and associated risks (Bertot et al., 2012a), together with content analysis and sentiment
analysis techniques used to extract knowledge from social media data (Sobkowicz et al., 2012;
Whitmore, 2012). Other scholars have looked specifically at how central and local Governments
exploit social media in public administration activities. Results show that social media are used in
knowledge-sharing for managing disasters and critical events (Yates and Paquette, 2011;
Kavanaugh et al., 2012), to support politicians (Sobaci and Karkin, 2013), to encourage political
participation of citizens (Vesnic-Alujevic, 2012), to increase transparency regarding Government
information (Bertot et al., 2012b; Bonson et al., 2012) and to share information with the public
(Agostino, 2013).



This amount of research on social media only partially tackles the issue of engaging citizens in
public decisions, with no evidence about the potential contribution of social media to spending
review processes. Extant studies recognise that social media are versatile in encouraging a
participatory and citizen-centric interaction between citizens and administrations (e.g. Small, 2012),
but without entering into the detail of the level of interactivity achieved, and there is no evidence
that their contribution is any better than when using traditional stakeholder engagement tools (i.e.
Web 1.0 tools). Moreover, these works do not examine how social media are used in the spending
review context for purposes of social legitimisation and public engagement. This study aims at
addressing these gaps, by exploring the extent to which Web 2.0 tools contribute towards engaging
the public in spending review processes moving beyond Web 1.0 tools.

3. Conceptual framework
In order to carry out our study, we framed our analysis along two dimensions, types of web-based
instruments and level of public engagement.

3.1 Types of web-based tools

Looking at the distinction between traditional web-based tools (i.e. Web 1.0) and social media tools
(i.e. Web 2.0), Web 1.0 is typically defined as read-only web (Berners-Lee et al., 1994), thereby
static and mono-directional, used to broadcast information from the owner to the community.
Web 1.0 tools allow users to search for and read information, with no interactions between the
parties and no active participation of the public.

In 2004, Web 1.0 technology progressed towards the next generation of social media, also known as
Web 2.0 technologies. These tools are based on the ideas of active participation, connectivity and
collaboration (O’Reilly, 2005). Active participation indicates that users can upload contents, photos
and videos that may become a source of knowledge for companies and Governments (Chun et al.,
2010). Connectivity relates to the virtual network of relationships between users that comes into
play even without face-to-face interactions. Collaboration refers to the use of web to share
knowledge and ideas in a peer-to-peer network (Schollmeier, 2001).

Yet social media are not a single group of tools, but they comprise a variety of tools based on the
abovementioned properties, each of them with their distinctive features. In this study, we
investigated social media following the classification proposed by Bonson et al. (2012), who
distinguished social media on the basis of their interactive features proposing five main categories:
blogs, wikis, media-sharing platforms, social networks and micro-blogging.

The list of web-based tools is given in Table 1, with the distinction between Web 1.0 tools and
Web 2.0 and a brief description of their functionalities.

< Table 1, around here >

3.2 Levels of public engagement
The second element of the framework are the levels of public engagement, defined as the
involvement of citizens in public decisions and public life (Rowe and Frewer, 2005). Citizens can
be involved in public decisions at different levels (Connor, 1988; Potapchuck, 1991; IAP2, 2007),
ranging from information broadcasting by Governments to real-time dialogue. In this paper, we use
the classification proposed by Rowe and Frewer (2005), who stated that the flow of information
between Government and citizens determines the extent of interaction. This classification proposes
three levels of engagement:
e Public communication. This is a one-way information flow, where the information is
conveyed from the public administration to citizens, who have a passive role, receiving the
information without providing any feedback.



e Public consultation. This is still a one-way information flow, but in the opposite direction,
from citizens to the administration, implying that the public has an active role, commenting
on governmental issues.

e Public participation. This is a two-ways information flow with the simultaneous exchange of
information between the two parties. It is the highest level of engagement, which generates
dialogue between citizens and Governments.

4. Methodology

4.1 Data collection and analysis

This research was based on a qualitative in-depth analysis of three spending review programmes
carried out in three European countries. These were the “Révision Génerale des Politiques
Publiques” (RGPP) carried out in France from 2007 to 2012, the “Comprehensive Spending
Review” (CSR) in the UK in 2010 and the “Processo di revisione della spesa” (PRS) in Italy in
2012. These cases were selected because they concern recent spending review programmes (and
therefore can be compared in terms of the development level of Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 tools) and
because of the different approaches involved in configuring the process, potentially allowing
several engagement strategies to be observed (OECD, 2009).

Data were obtained from two main sources: (1) formal documents, memos, minutes, reports and
press releases published by the three Governments; (2) Government websites and social media
where interactions between Governments and citizens took place. The source identification
followed a snowball approach, so that, moving from the official Government websites, further
sources containing spending review information were identified, (e.g. public announcements, press
releases, speech transcriptions, legislative texts, official reports and consultation documents) and
any item indicating the presence or activity of Governments on social media was explored (e.g.
links on Government websites). In parallel, an exploratory analysis of press and blog articles was
carried out to identify subsidiary information about public engagement practices used by
Governments during spending reviews.

Moving to data analysis, results were categorised according to three main dimensions: the typology
of Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 tools, the public engagement level achieved, and the spending review
phase during which web-based tools were used. This allowed the authors to track Governments
social media use in different phases of their spending reviews, in terms of both content and
diffusion, and to analyse the existence of some levels of polarization in connection to the
dimensions of the framework.

4.2 Case setting

This section introduces the spending reviews implemented in the three countries, following three
main phases of the process: framework setting for the spending review, diagnosis of the areas of
intervention, final decisions and implementation.

France

At the end of 2006, the French budget deficit touched 2.5% of GDP and the debt-to-GDP ratio was
about 66.4%. In order to decrease public spending and develop better services, the Government
launched a ““Révision Génerale des Politiques Publiques™ (RGPP) in July 2007.

During the framework setting phase, the Government established three different commissions: the
Comité de Suivi (CdS), a monitoring committee presided over by the Secretary General of the Prime
Minister’s office; the Direction Générale de la Modernisation de I’Etat (DGME), a commission
with a supporting role presided over by the Minister of Finance; the Comité de Modernisations des
Politiques Publiques (CMPP), presided over by the President of the Republic. In the second phase —
the diagnosis of the areas of intervention — 27 teams of experts analysed public policies and
proposed different reform solutions to the CdS, which made a first review. During this phase, the
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Government set up several methods to communicate with the public. The RGPP website acted as
the main information portal, providing information concerning the different steps of the review
process and publishing the official CMPP reports. In this phase, the DGME introduced an audit-
type methodology, various analysis of resources and a wealth of expertise to assist in reviewing the
existing policies and possible solutions, and in preparing action plans. In the final decision and
implementation phase, the CMPP made definitive decisions regarding the various reform solutions
and specific interventions. During this phase, each minister was in charge of the interventions
within their area of responsibility.

In terms of results, the financial impact of the reforms is difficult to assess. According to some of
the official reports published by the French Government (i.e. Assemblée Nationale, 2011) the total
savings reached by the end of 2012 was € 11.9 billion.

UK

The “Comprehensive Spending Review” (CSR) began in the UK in 2010 with the objective of
making drastic reductions in public spending and deficit, which, at that time, reached the highest
levels of recent years (11.0% of GDP and a debt to GDP ratio of about 59.2%).

The first phase — framework setting for the spending review — involved publishing a conceptual
framework document (HM Treasury, 2010a) that set out the savings targets and the principles to be
followed by each department to identify possible cuts. During the second phase, diagnosis of the
areas of intervention, several work-groups (composed of civil servants) within each department
prepared the proposals. There were also consultations and discussions with the public, using several
communication tools, including Web 2.0 tools (such as YouTube, Flickr, etc.). By setting a special
on-line application, the Government prompted both public sector workers and the wider public to
suggest possible savings and make recommendations. Finally, several groups of experts (composed
of both civil servants and external experts) were also involved to review and discuss the proposals.
During the last phase of the process — final decision and implementation — the Cabinet examined the
proposals and placed the savings within the budgets for the following years.

The spending review identified savings of £ 81 billion (about € 93 billion) in departmental
expenditure, plus other minor savings in annual management expenditure, that is, spending on
welfare benefits, tax credits and pensions (HM Treasury, 2010b).

Italy

The Italian spending review was introduced in 2012, along with other austerity actions. Similarly to
the UK, at the end of 2011, Italy was experiencing a very tricky financial situation, with a budget
deficit of 3.9% of GDP and debt-to-GDP ratio of 120.1%.

The phase of framework setting for the spending review started with the approval of Decree
n. 52/2012, which created an inter-ministerial committee with the objective of co-ordinating the
entire spending review process. It was composed of the Prime Minister, several other ministers and
some external experts with one of the experts being nominated as the Special Commissioner for the
spending review. During the second phase of the process, diagnosis of the areas of intervention, the
Special Commissioner and Ministry of Finance staff acted separately to identify possible savings.
The Government set up a process of public consultation where each citizen could suggest proposals
for cuts and savings. The last phase of the process — final decision and implementation — was led by
the inter-ministerial committee and subsequently by the Cabinet, which defined the final
interventions and inserted them within normative decrees.

The total savings to be achieved by the Italian spending review were about € 28.5 billion over the
period from 2013 to 2015.

Table 2 shows the main features of the spending reviews in France, UK and Italy, identifying the
phases where public engagement took place.

< Table 2 around here >



5. Results
In this section, we discuss the results of the analysis, distinguishing between the types of web-based
tools used by the three Governments and the contribution of each tool to public engagement.

5.1 Web-based tools in spending review experiences

Table 3 gives an overview of the different web-based tools adopted by Governments for public
engagement, with the distinction between social media tools (Web 2.0) and traditional web-based
tools (Web 1.0).

< Table 3 around here >

The data shows that all Governments used traditional web-based instruments. These instruments
included spending review portals and Government websites. Each Government developed a specific
spending review portal, consisting of an ad hoc website presenting the main information about the
spending review program and providing data, news and reports about the results achieved.
Moreover, each country utilised also the Government website to provide general information on the
spending review and to publish official documents regarding its outcomes. For instance, the UK
Government provided the majority of information on its spending review on the HM Treasury
website, directly publishing some official reports (i.e. HM Treasury, 2010a; 2010b). The use of
Web 1.0 tools was quite similar across the three countries. The only difference was the use by the
Italian Government of the spending review portal also as a platform where the public could make
proposals via e-mail about how to avoid waste and where to concentrate cuts. In this way the
spending review portal was utilised as tool to obtain information by citizens. Some 135,000
suggestions were collected in this way.

Only the UK also exploited Web 2.0 tools. The Government adopted media-sharing platforms,
social networks and micro-blogging specifically for the spending review process. According to data
and information collected, the UK’s application of these tools was very rich. Looking at media-
sharing platforms, the UK Government used Flickr, posting photos of charts and graphs about the
amount of savings and the actual Government expenditure, with about 2,100 hits. The YouTube
channel of the HM Treasury posted videos about the phases and the spending review decisions.
These videos collected a total of 16,000 hits. Two different social networks were used, Facebook
and Dialogue App. The Government's Spending Challenge Facebook page received about 500
comments and 100 likes during the spending review period. The number of people reached by this
page was limited: after one week, it had only attracted 70 fans. Paradoxically, an informal Facebook
page (“Can this goat get more followers than HM Treasury Spending Challenge?”) was launched
with the purpose of collecting more fans than the Spending Challenge Facebook page and received
over 1,400 likes. Dialogue App was an ad hoc web application developed by the UK Government to
interact with the public and collect feedback, receiving about 100,000 suggestions. Finally, looking
at micro-blogging, Twitter reached the highest number of people. HM Treasury Twitter account
was used to interact with the public on issues relating to the spending review, with the Government
reaching least 103,000 people, these being the number of followers for the HM Treasury at that
time.

The UK Government, therefore, made an attempt to embrace an interactive approach based on
social media, exploiting different types of Web 2.0 instruments, which cover all the three principles
of Web 2.0 technology proposed by O’Reilly (2005). For instance Facebook, Flickr and You Tube
clearly tick the box active participation, Twitter that of connectivity and Dialogue App the box of
high collaboration among users. However, even if the application of social media was very rich, the
diffusion of these instruments resulted low or very low (e.g. Facebook) and shows that the
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Government did not interact with a large number of citizens. On the other hand, the information
collected suggests that both Italy and France did not make any effort to introduce social media tools
to interact with citizens.

5.2 Public engagement through social media

This section discusses the contribution of social media to engage the public in the spending review
process. Following our conceptual framework, the section is organised according to different levels
of public engagement - public communication and public consultation in particular — whilst public
engagement under the form of public participation was not identified in any of the three cases.

< Table 4 around here >

Looking at public communication, the approaches adopted by France and Italy are quite similar.
The Governments kept the public informed via their official websites and the spending review
portals. These tools were used to explain the rationale and the objectives of the spending review,
presenting the players involved and the structure of the process. They also had the scope of
reporting the main outcomes, such as new reforms and official reports. For instance, the Italian
Government uploaded information concerning spending review measures approved by Parliament,
such as the abolition of public bodies, new rules for purchasing goods and services and the sale of
public buildings. Similarly, the French Government provided information on the different steps of
the spending review process and, particularly, in the implementation of the saving programmes by
each ministry. In both these cases, communication started at the beginning of the second phase of
the process (diagnosis of the areas of intervention) and remained active throughout the third phase
(final decisions and implementation). The frequency with which information was posted was quite
low, following the timeline of the various steps of the spending review and achievement of results.
On average, about eight to ten items of news were posted each month. Compared to this, in the UK,
Web 2.0 tools complemented traditional Web 1.0 instruments. Public communication took place
over the last two phases of the process but with a higher frequency than for France and Italy, with
citizens being updated as things were happening (and not just given the main results). The
frequency of information was about one item of news per day. This meant that public
communication did not boil down to the publication of official reports and new measures, like in
France and Italy, but chronicled the daily “work-in-progress” and the various events (ministers
visiting civil servants, announcement of the first measures agreed by ministers).

Moving to public consultation, we found evidence of web tool use only for Italy and the UK. In
both cases, public consultation started during the phase of diagnosis of the areas of intervention and
was used to identify possible savings and make a better selection of the areas where cuts should be
concentrated. Different tools were used in the two cases. In the Italian case, consultation was carried
out through the spending review portal (Web 1.0 tool), as discussed in the previous paragraph.
Within the portal, a specific page was created presenting the public consultation process, with a
standard form for sending suggestions and comments by e-mail. The consultation lasted about one
month and received over 135,000 suggestions of savings and remarks about areas or specific sectors
in which to implement cuts. All the e-mails were read and forwarded in the form of reports to the
decision-makers (the Special Commissioner and the inter-ministerial committee for the spending
review). However, the overall incidence of citizen-promoted suggestions was quite low, as was
confirmed by the lack of any report detailing which suggestions from the public were included in
the final spending review measures. Evidence of this also came from research focusing on the
Italian setting (Catalano and Erbacci, 2013). Using Web 2.0 tools, the UK public consultation
consisted in an on-line application (Dialogue App), where people could submit ideas, see those of
other people and vote for the best suggestions. Information was also gathered using Facebook. The
consultation process lasted two months and the UK Government made the commitment to literally
take suggestions from the public, forward and implement them, publishing a list of 25 policies that
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originated from such suggestions and making an estimation of their contribution to the total savings
resulting from the spending review. Once again, the UK Government seemed more involved in
working alongside the public and being more transparent. However, in both Italy and the UK, the
public consultation process was attacked, with questions raised about its usefulness and design. An
Italian political leader (Beppe Grillo) used his blog to sharply criticise the process of consultation in
Italy, seeing it as useless and ineffective (especially for its use of Web 1.0 technologies instead of
blogs or other social media). That said, in France, the Government was highly chastised for not
having engaged in better public communication and consultation. This had an impact on the
implementation of the measures, with loss of trust in Government and the legitimacy of the process,
as the spending measures were felt to be imposed and anti-democratic. Therefore, these issues raise
the question of how to genuinely listen to citizens and work with them.

6. Conclusions

This paper focused on the social legitimacy of spending review processes, by exploring the extent to
which the use of social media (Web 2.0 tools) contributes to expand public engagement along the
spending review process. To support our investigation, we analysed three cases of spending reviews
carried out in France, Italy and the UK. The paper shows that when social media are adopted (as in
the case of the UK) the level of public communication and public consultation is higher than when
using traditional Web 1.0 tools, and the Government results more involved in working alongside the
public. The legitimacy of social media, therefore, clearly appears: Web 2.0 tools enhance the
involvement of citizens in political decisions rendering at the same time the action of the
Government more transparent. This means that, with respect to Web 1.0 tools, Web 2.0 increase
social legitimacy because of the higher involvement of the public. This higher involvement from
social media can have potential implications on the spending review outcomes eventually leading to
larger public acceptance of the budget cuts and the consequent reduction of the public spending.
This empirical evidence provides also the basis for formulating some recommendations on how
Governments could exploit the potentialities of Web 2.0 to engage citizens during spending review
processes, finally fostering social legitimacy.

First, the potentialities of social media are better exploited during the second phase of the spending
review process about the diagnosis of the areas of intervention. It is during this phase, when
decisions about the public sector areas involved by the spending review are defined, that dialogue
and interactions with citizens are particularly relevant in order to gain social legitimacy. In this
context, social media can support a real time consultation and dialogue between Governments and
citizens. Although not directly addressed by our empirical analysis, this social media use to foster
political participation can impact on the spending review outcomes: boosting the social legitimacy
of Government action can indeed increase the success of spending review processes allowing
Government to successfully apply the budget cut that have been participatory defined.

Second, once a Government decides to adopt social media to establish dialogue with citizens, then it
IS necessary to update frequently the social platform, at least daily. Indeed one of the characteristics
of social media is the possibility to interact real time, overcoming the offline communication that
characterizes Web 1.0 tools. For social media to provide their benefits, ad hoc resources need to be
assigned to the continuous update of social platforms, adopting also a language that is not formal, as
it could appear on the official website, but closer to a friendly conversation.

Third, once citizens post their comments and opinions on social media, often after an explicit
incentive from the Government that posed a specific question, then a reply is necessary for two
main reasons. On the one hand, if dialogue wants to be established with citizens, then it is
fundamental to provide a reply to the comment from citizens to demonstrate the public commitment
towards the adoption of this platform; this approach would improve the possibility that citizens will
interact again through social media in the future. On the other hand, a reply to content posted on



social media is required in order to increase citizens’ acceptance about the rationality of the
spending review programme.

Finally, the limitations of this work need to be acknowledged. Firstly, this study is based on a
qualitative research approach, and the results cannot be considered as generalizable, but they are an
analysis of three particular examples that could be representative of different recent approaches to
spending review in Europe. Secondly, we relied mainly on documental analysis, focusing on the
type of tools used and the impact of these in terms of public engagement. We did not address the
problem of exploring the strategic choice made by Governments in connection with the design and
use of information obtained from Web 2.0 tools, which opens up the path for future research.
Indeed, future works could explore more in depth the motivations at the basis of the choice of using
social media for supporting public engagement in spending reviews, and put them in relationship
with the use made of the collected information by civil servants. From this perspective, also the
national context could be an interesting variable, suggesting the relevance of exploring the influence
of local culture in informing social media use for public engagement.
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APPENDIX

Table 1. Social media classification
Type of Type of ) .
] Functionalities
technology instrument
) Broadcasting information from the owner to the broader
Web 1.0 Websites )
public
Blogs Personal diaries that allow users to leave comments
Wikis Collaborative platforms to create and distribute knowledge
Media-sharing Platforms that allow users to share photos, documents and
platforms videos
Web 2.0 Applications in which users have their own profile and
Social networks interact with other people through messages, photos and
videos
Platforms giving users the opportunity of broadcasting
Micro-blogging information in the form of a short message, and also interact
and comment on the content published

Source: Adapted from Bonson et al. (2012).

Table 2. The type of spending review in each country

GDP
Debt/GDP: 66.4%

of GDP
Debt/GDP: 59.2%

France UK Italy
Year 2007 2010 2012
Context Budget deficit: 2.5% of | Budget deficit: 11.0% Budget deficit: 3.9% of

GDP
Debt/GDP: 120.1%

Phases in which
citizens were
engaged

Diagnosis of the areas of
intervention

Final decisions and
implementation

Diagnosis of the areas
of intervention

Final decisions and
implementation

Diagnosis of the areas
of intervention

Final decisions and
implementation

Savings achieved

About € 10 billion

About € 90 billion

About € 30 billion

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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Table 3. Types of instruments used

Type of Type of France UK Italy
technology | instrument
. Government Government Government
Website . . .
website website website
Traditional Spendi : Spendi : Spendi .
web petnI ing review petnI ing review petnI ing review
(Web 1.0) porta porta porta
(500,000 hits;
135,000 suggestions)
Social media Flickr
(Web 2.0) (2,100 hits)
Media-
Sharing YouTube
(2 channels; 4videos;
platforms 16,000 hits; 17
comments)
. Facebook
ﬁgfv'v"’(‘)'rks (100 followers/likes)
Dialogue App
(100,000
suggestions)
Micro- Twitter
Blogging (103,000 followers)

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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Table 4. Level of engagement achieved

Level of Phase of the France UK ltal
engagement spending review y
Public Diagnosis of the | Websites Websites Websites
communication | areas of (government (government (government
intervention website; website; website;

spending review
portal)

spending review
portal)

Media-sharing
platforms
(YouTube;
Flickr)

Social network
(Facebook)

Micro-
Blogging
(Twitter)

spending review
portal)

Public
consultation

Diagnosis of the
areas of
intervention

Social network
(Facebook;
Dialogue App)

Website
(spending review
portal)

Source: Authors’ own elaboration.
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