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In recent years, Web 2.0 and social media were such an 
enormous hype, that today the popularity of these terms seems 
to be declining already. However, scientists and practitioners 
in (e)Goverment are still bothered by important questions, 
like: what is Web 2.0 and should we do something with it? This 
paper gives an extensive description of what Web 2.0 entails 
and to what degree it is really something ‘new’. Consequently, 
it analyses the critical preconditions and main outcomes of 
working with Web 2.0 in governmental organisations.

The analysis is based on a worldwide study of real-life cases, 
which resulted in the discovery of four relevant cases. In these 
cases we found four critical preconditions for working with 
Web 2.0, namely: technology, cultural change, training of staff 
and room for experimentation. Similarly, we found three main 
outcomes of working with Web 2.0: the ‘New World of Work’, 
the relationship with the outside world and the added value of 
social media.

We conclude that Web 2.0 has arrived at a critical point in its 
development cycle and that, now the time of the hype is over, 
its true added value needs to surface or the concept and its 
advocates will slowly fade away.
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1. Introduction
The use of Web 2.0 and social media is growing rapidly in recent years. Or at least, much is talked, 
twittered and written about it. The management books in which the Web 2.0 gospel is preached, 
tumble over each other (e.g. Shuen, 2008; Casarez, Cripe, Sini & Weckerle, 2009; Shelly & Frydenberg, 
2011). Those who do not follow the ‘digital natives’, are out of the game. The developments go so 
fast that the popularity of the term ‘Web 2.0’ is already declining worldwide (see Figure 1). And we 
did not even know what it meant.

Figure 1: Popularity of the term ‘Web 2.0’ on Google, worldwide, 2004-2010 (source: Google Trends)

The decline of the theoretical concept ‘Web 2.0’ is also a sign that we are in the next practical stage, 
where the emphasis is on using Web 2.0 applications, the so-called social media. Since the hypes 
follow each other so quickly, it is hard to keep track of the latest developments. Fact and fiction are 
intertwined (TNO, 2008).

If one views the development of Web 2.0 from a little distance, a pattern can be recognised that is 
characteristic for the introduction of any new technology. Creating high expectations is inherent to 
the introduction of a new technology (cf. Te Velde, 2004). After that, there is often a backlash: the 
potential of the technology seems very bleak when faced with reality. Only in the longer term, the 
expectations fit better with reality and use stabilises itself – if the technology did not die a quiet 
death yet. This is why the impact of new technology is often overestimated in the short term and 
underestimated in the long term.

In this paper, we focus on how governments, in particular local governments, should deal with the 
‘Web 2.0’ phenomenon. Is there a revolution in the making, should they play wait and see, or should 
they discard the development altogether? We focus on the preconditions and effects for the internal 
government (‘G2G’, or even within a specific governmental entity).

Specifically, we deal with the following research questions:

1.  What concrete experiences exist in working with Web 2.0 within a governmental context?

2.  What critical preconditions are required for this new way of working?

3.  What are the main outcomes of this new way of working?

We try to shed light on these important questions, through presenting the results of an international 
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study into examples of Web 2.0 applications. We performed cases studies and confront the outcome 
of this process with findings from literature. We pay specific attention to the effects of the use of 
Web 2.0 on new ways of working and labour quality.

The selection of cases was based on a global desk research. Our starting point in the Netherlands 
was the website ‘ambtenaar 2.0’1 [civil servant 2.0]. We also contacted some active users of this 
website about interesting and relevant cases. Starting points abroad included the meta-review of 
Robin Broitman,2 the overviews of Peter Kim3 and U.S. Gov Twitters,4 the cases of the Collaboration 
project,5 the portal GovLoop6 and the eGovernment Resource Centre of the Australian state of 
Victoria.7 Eventually, we screened more than one hundred public sector cases.

Most of these cases concerned the relationship between government and citizens. These cases were 
dropped, as the focus of our study lies on the effect of using social media on the quality of work 
within municipalities. Of the remaining cases, a large number was dropped as well. They usually 
relate to (desired) future developments, or simply bring little news.

Of course it may very well be – given the scope of this study – that we overlooked relevant cases. 
For now, however, we must conclude that we found very little interesting cases in which the actual 
impact of Web 2.0 on working within municipalities plays a role.

The four selected cases are:

• The intranet knowledge management system of the Environmental and Building Department of 
the municipality of Amsterdam, and two related discussion sites;8

• The use of Yammer and MS Communicator within the municipality of Leiden;9

• The training portal ‘Kookpunt Veghel’10 [boiling point Veghel] and the related Web 2.0 course;

• The ‘Government 2.0 Action Plan Victoria’,11 Australia.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. First, we define the concept of Web 2.0 and 
related terms like social media. Although most people have ‘some idea’ what Web 2.0 means, it 
is important to consider how it actually differs from ‘Web 1.0’ and to what degree it is really 
‘new’. The core of this article however, is formed by two paragraphs which describe the critical 
preconditions for and main outcomes of working with Web 2.0 in eGovernment. Finally, we present 
our main conclusions and implications for practice. 

2. Web 2.0: a piece of jargon? 
One obvious place to look for a definition of the rather fluid notion of ‘Web 2.0’ is the social medium 
Wikipedia. The online encyclopaedia defines Web 2.0 as “[associated with] web applications that 

1 http://www.ambtenaar20.nl/
2 http://www.interactiveinsightsgroup.com/blog1/social-media-examples-superlist-17-lists-and-tons-of-examples
3 http://wiki.beingpeterkim.com/
4 http://www.govtwit.com/
5 http://www.collaborationproject.org/content/cases
6 http://www.govloop.com/
7 http://www.egov.vic.gov.au/
8 http://www.handhaving20.nl/; http://www.tekstentoelichting.nl/
9 http://www.leiden.nl/gemeente
10 http://www.mindz.com/plazas/Kookpunt_Veghel
11 http://www.egov.vic.gov.au/victorian-government-resources/government-2-0-action-plan/government-2-0-action-

plan-victoria.html

http://www.ambtenaar20.nl/
http://www.interactiveinsightsgroup.com/blog1/social-media-examples-superlist-17-lists-and-tons-of-examples
http://wiki.beingpeterkim.com/
http://www.govtwit.com/
http://www.collaborationproject.org/content/cases
http://www.govloop.com/
http://www.egov.vic.gov.au/
http://www.handhaving20.nl/
http://www.tekstentoelichting.nl/
http://www.leiden.nl/gemeente
http://www.mindz.com/plazas/Kookpunt_Veghel
http://www.egov.vic.gov.au/victorian-government-resources/government-2-0-action-plan/government-2-0-action-plan-victoria.html
http://www.egov.vic.gov.au/victorian-government-resources/government-2-0-action-plan/government-2-0-action-plan-victoria.html
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facilitate participatory information sharing, interoperability, user-centred design, and collaboration 
on the World Wide Web. A Web 2.0 site allows users to interact and collaborate with each other in a 
social media dialogue as creators (prosumers) of user-generated content in a virtual community, in 
contrast to websites where users (consumers) are limited to the passive viewing of content that was 
created for them” (Wikipedia, 2011).

The crucial part is in the last sentence: the possibility for internet users to interact and collaborate. 
From a technical point of view the difference with ‘Web 1.0’ is only gradual. Tim Berners-Lee, the 
inventor of the World Wide Web, therefore considers Web 2.0 as a “piece of jargon”. According to 
Berners-Lee, he has designed the Web from the start as a collaborative place where people can 
interact (IBM, 2006). Nothing new here.

There is, however, certainly a radical change but it rather concerns organisational culture. The 
watershed is that the owner of a website opens up the content for third parties (other users) and 
consequently largely loses control over that content. This is the shift from ‘Web 1.8’ to Web 2.0 
in Figure 2. This is a minor and logical step from a technical point of view. Yet for government 
organisations, which are traditionally rather closed, this is a major step.

Figure 2: The evolution from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0

Berners-Lee certainly has a point if he states that the internet has been ‘Web 2.0’ from the start. The 
founding fathers of the internet (that is, the packet-switched Internet Protocol) willfully designed 
the system so that the intelligence is at the fringes of the system, and thus control in the hands of 
the users (Sugden, Te Velde & Wilson, 2009). The gradual shift from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 extended 
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these advantages also to the level of applications. Individuals can currently install and administer 
applications that previously were the prerogative of large, centralised organisations. Examples 
include comprehensive knowledge management systems (wiki’s such as Wikipedia12 or Wikileaks13), 
press offices (blogs14), TV stations (YouTube15) and telephone exchanges (microblogs such as Twitter 
16and Yammer17).

Based on the principle of distributed, shared access to websites, a great number of social media 
applications have been developed. All sorts and conditions of social media are already available. It is 
however important to keep the distinction between two basic types of use: communicating (that is, 
the exchange of messages – with a focus on the persons who exchange the messages) and knowledge 
sharing (the exchange of content – with a focus on the content itself). Twitter is an example of the 
first type of use, Wikipedia an example of the second.

A second dimension to distinguish between social media is the degree of interaction. All things 
considered, all social (sic!) media are at least to some degree interactive. Yet the exact degree 
varies quite a lot. The use of Twitter and YouTube basically boils down to (one-way) sending. Of 
course Twitter can also be used to pose questions and thus share knowledge. However other social 
media are much more suitable for that purpose. In this respect there is hardly any distinction 
between Twitter and traditional communication media such as telephony. It is only much faster and 
has a broader reach. Rating sites such as Consumersearch18 are an intriguing intermediate. Although 
the individual use again boils down to sending, the collective result of all this parallel sending is a 
robust piece of knowledge, namely a weighted judgement of products. The latter is a nice example 
of collaborative user generated content – one of the hallmarks of Web 2.0.

Figure 3: A typology of social media

12 http://www.wikipedia.org/
13 http://213.251.145.96/
14 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/
15 http://www.youtube.com/
16 http://www.twitter.com/
17 http://www.yammer.com/
18 http://www.consumersearch.com/

http://www.wikipedia.org/
http://213.251.145.96/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/
http://www.youtube.com/
http://www.twitter.com/
http://www.yammer.com/
http://www.consumersearch.com/
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All examples mentioned in Figure 3 are based on user-generated content. The essential use is, again, 
the degree of actual (sic!) interaction. The most extreme case of united collaboration (at least in 
terms of content) is Wikipedia. All users are essentially writing a text together. Although discussion 
occurs, direct real-time communication between authors is limited. Blogs are the most of the most 
versatile social media. Social networking sites such as Facebook could be regarded as a subclass of 
blogs. Users can upload their own content and can indirectly react on the content that is uploaded 
by other users. Somewhat ironically, despite the label of the subclass, it often does not lead to 
real collaboration. Once again it usually boils down to parallel sending. The optimal combination of 
interaction and discussion does not (yet) seem to exist. Most promising applications at this moment 
are integrated online communication tools such as Microsoft Communicator Server/Lync.19 The 
comparison is not entirely fair, since these are essentially collections of different social media.

So far the discussion has mainly been on technological issues. However, as has been stated before, 
the major change with regard to Web 2.0 concerns organisations and culture, not technology. This 
is in line with the (true) platitude that the major bottleneck in the implementation of IT is the 
organisation itself, not the technology. The implementation of Web 2.0 applications does not diverge 
from this general rule. The biggest challenge is the mutual adjustment of technology, organisation 
and labour.

In the present discourse on Web 2.0 these two issues – required preconditions and desired aims – 
constantly intermingle. In the ever growing popular literature (e.g. Shuen, 2008; Casarez et al., 2009; 
Shelly & Frydenberg, 2011) a rather rosy picture of ‘Future 2.0’ is being sketched (and a rather grim 
picture of ‘Present 1.0’). Recurring message is that the rise of Web 2.0 changes organisations from 
hierarchical, introverted and supply-driven to flat, transparent and demand-driven ones. Everything 
should change and everything will be better. The optimistic vision that is collectively being heralded 
by the army of Web 2.0 experts and self-appointed gurus often has a strong moral connotation. For 
which companies do not want to “foster the development of new ideas, tap into critical thinking and 
knowledge, and enable the synergy of teams to revolutionise existing business models and set them 
on the right path for future success” (Casarez et al., 2009)? Most Web 2.0 advocates do not just think 
that organisations will acquire these pleasant traits; they also think the organisations should have 
these traits. The use of social media therefore gets a much broader, almost ideological meaning. 

Note that these critical comments are not specifically aimed at Web 2.0. We have already argued 
that the creation of high expectations is inherent to the introduction of any new technology. The call 
for renewal can be traced back to similar universal patterns. In the management literature, there 
has been talk about “new practices for a new era” for at least one hundred years. Eccles & Nohria 
(1992), for instance, cite Mary Parker Follett (1926) who calls for an emphasis on ‘cross-functioning’ 
– on the replacement of ‘vertical authority’ with ‘horizontal authority’ – in order to promote the 
exchange of knowledge in organisations. In other words, there is nothing new about the alleged 
contrast between Web 1.0 (=old and bad) and Web 2.0 (=new and good). This does not mean that the 
rhetoric around Web 2.0 should not be taken seriously. On the contrary, managers and administrators 
live in a rhetorical universe – a universe where language is constantly used not only to communicate, 
but also to persuade and even to create (Eccles & Nohria, 1992). New concepts, such as ‘Web 2.0’, 
‘user generated content’ and ‘digital natives’ create a new reality. If enough people perceive this 
reality as real and live to it, actual changes will occur in culture and organisations.

19 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft_Lync

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microsoft_Lync
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3. Preconditions for Web 2.0
Based on a review of empirical literature and our analysis of the four cases, we come to seven 
central issues regarding the use of Web 2.0 in governmental organisations. Three of these are main 
outcomes; the remaining four are necessary preconditions to arrive at the outcomes.

Preconditions for Web 2.0:

1.  Technology

2.  Cultural change

3.  Training of staff

4.  Room for experimentation

Outcomes of Web 2.0:

1.  New ways of work

2.  Relationship with the outside world

3.  Added value of social media

In the remainder of this section we will discuss the preconditions; the outcomes follow in the next 
section.

3.1 Technology

The most important dispute in science and technology studies is whether society steers technology 
or the other way around (Van der Pot, 1994). This is an apparent contradiction. Technology always 
originates from the society within which it is developed. As such it is nothing more than a piece of 
social reality that is frozen in cog-wheels, crankshafts, bits and bytes. But exactly because this piece 
of reality is frozen, it has a structuring effect on society. Technology has a certain ‘hardness’. It is 
designed with a specific view on social reality and it is not easy to deviate from the original purposes 
which are hard-coded in the design.

In the Amsterdam case we found that the rather conservative culture of the (traditional bureaucratic) 
organisation is indeed hard-coded in the IT-systems. The settings of the administrative rights can be 
directly traced back to the organisational compartmentalisation of the departments. Access rights 
are allocated by department. Colleagues from other departments do not have access – let alone 
other civil servants. It took several years before the subject-matter experts gained control over the 
content of the intranet. Initially for every change in the content, prior permission had to be asked 
from the official top.

The design – or ‘frozen reality’ – of social media is diametrically opposed to the traditional way into 
which IT-systems are arranged. The media enable employees (as well as citizens) to implement their 
own communication and knowledge management systems without the help of an IT-department. In 
the Amsterdam case, the social media proponent was so frustrated about the opposition from the top 
and the IT-department that he built an extensive knowledge system in his own time and at his own 
expenses. Although he was also the founding father of the internal knowledge management system, 
he has deliberately decided not to link the two systems later on.

In the Leiden case the IT-department takes an enlightened stance. The internal use of social media 
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is permitted as long as the security of the internal network is not compromised. Consequently the 
department turns a blind eye to the use of Yammer, but the use of Hyves – the Dutch Facebook – is 
not allowed (due to the large amounts of spam and the security risks involved). Also the internal 
use of own laptops and own software is permitted. In this case, this was based on rather pragmatic 
arguments. The internal use of own hardware and applications cannot be controlled anyway and with 
the rise of smartphones the fences are definitely down. 

Elsewhere the situation is less favourable. In response to a call to experiment with social media on 
the workplace, some civil servants cynically replied that they would love to do so, but that their 
IT-department has sealed off the internal IT-system. Nothing should and could be installed. Social 
networking sites and streaming video are blocked, as is video conferencing. While working at home 
is permitted, only e-mail can be used.

3.2 Cultural change

Across all cases we found a clash between the traditional closed hierarchical organisation and the 
new, open and horizontal networks. According to the proponents of the Web 2.0 ideology, performance 
increases with less control and more freedom, not with more control. This is because the capacities 
of employees are much better utilised in horizontal, open organisations than in vertical, hierarchical 
ones. The transition does not occur without a fight. The existing organisation does not adapt easily to 
a changing outside world. Likewise, it finds it difficult to ‘give back’ responsibility to the employees. 
The internal organisation is stuck in the old hierarchical ways of thinking, whereas according to the 
informants solutions are outside the traditional structures. What can be seen right now is a constant 
backlash from the traditional organisations to maintain the present situation:

• As indicated in the previous section, technical obstructions are being raised against the use of 
social media. The IT-department often chooses side with the traditional management. To halt 
changes, often technical arguments are put forward. However this often has more to do with 
personalities than with technology. Furthermore, because of the rise of Web 2.0 many more IT-
activities can be outsourced. This is a direct threat to the IT-department’s traditional position 
of power.

• Obstacles can also be economic in nature. No budget and/or time is made available for the use 
of social media (such as workplaces where social media can be tried). At the same time, large 
sums of money are being spent on traditional IT-systems.

• Senior civil servants repeatedly state that Web 2.0 is just a fad. According to one of the informants 
this is partly true, but it is also a self-fulfilling prophecy. Because people believe Web 2.0 is a 
hype, they will live to it – especially if the message comes from the top. Obviously the reverse 
also holds. Once again this underlines the importance of rhetorics.

• Guidelines are introduced to control the use of social media by civil servants and politicians. 
Exactly how restrictive these guidelines are, varies from case to case. The Social Media Guidance 
from Victoria, Australia states that the same principles as before are still valid. Civil servants 
should be careful in their external communication and should be keenly aware of the fact that 
the senior politicians are eventually responsible. Thus the good old motto “do not be stupid” still 
holds. However, civil servants should be extra careful because information spreads much faster, 
and messages will always be kept on the internet. Victoria actually goes very far in recording 
messages. All messages sent with social media should be kept, so that they can always be 
retrieved and checked later on. Contrary to this position, several Dutch informants have a very 
strong position against guidelines. They think that the distinction that is being made between 
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the roles of a civil servant and citizen are entirely artificial. The only goal of communication 
protocols is to dam the freedom of employees.

Another important issue with regard to culture which is emphasised in management literature concerns 
the presumed gap between the digital natives and the older generation (‘digital immigrants’). For 
instance, it is argued that local government would not be able to attract young staff if they would 
not permit the unrestricted use of social media. In practise though, it seems that the influence of the 
digital natives is less strong than is assumed. This is because especially young staff members – who 
are in their first job – usually quickly conform to the existing culture in the organisation.

Secondly, the conservative stance from the digital immigrants towards the use of social media does 
not only occur at the top (fear of loss of control) but also at the work floor. The fear of change is 
widespread. Part of the staff is just not waiting for more transparency and sharing of information 
outside their unit. One of the informants observed that people like to work in cubicles because they 
feel safe. Thus the walls are not just within the information systems but also in the heads of people.

A more important gap is the contrast between conservative and innovative employees. An important 
long term effect of Web 2.0 is a gradual change in the type of individuals that work for the government. 
Social media have greatly lowered the barriers to enter into social contacts on a broad scale and to 
undertake activities. According to one of the informants, this is a fundamental change that sweeps 
through the entire society. Web 2.0 will unleash unprecedented forces that will give strong impetus 
to innovation. Apparently this has a negative impact on governments as the most entrepreneurial 
people will leave. However, according to the same informant the reverse argument also holds. 
Because of the greater room for employees (especially in combination with the ‘new ways of work’, 
see hereafter) it is now possible to retain entrepreneurial employees who would have otherwise left. 
Passionate adventures now have a licence to innovate (Hodgkinson, 2010). The crucial point is that 
management should give room for internal entrepreneurship. Ironically, less control is supposed to 
lead to more productivity. If not enough room is given, there is indeed a fair chance that the most 
entrepreneurial employees will leave.

However, despite all bottom-up activities of entrepreneurial employees, without blessing from 
above nothing really changes. From all cases it is very clear that commitment of the management is 
a necessary condition to make changes happen. McKinsey somewhat paradoxically defines it as the 
first of the six critical factors for Web 2.0: “transformation to a bottom-up culture needs help from 
the top.” (Chui, Miller & Roberts, 2009). This becomes strikingly clear in the Veghel case where Web 
2.0 initiatives became only possible after all senior civil servants had been replaced. Under the old 
regime, the focus was on control. Only under the new management, more freedom was given. For the 
silent majority, explicit commitment from the top is crucial, because it gives the signal that the use 
of social media during working hours is permitted, and in this particular case, is even commendable.

3.3 Training of staff

Training of staff in the use of social media is an important issue in all cases. In Victoria for instance, 
‘capacity building’ is one of the four pillars of the action plan government 2.0. It is, in fact, regarded 
as the most critical factor for the long-term success of the programme (Hodgkinson, 2010). On 
closer inspection, there is a lot to criticise. The action plan has three parts: ‘managing risks’, 
‘government 2.0 toolbox’ and ‘sharing ideas and best practices’. The first part emphasises control, 
the third part boils down to a wiki filled with rather poor examples. The second part seems to be 
most promising. It consists of a social media primer, a risk management toolkit (risks again), some 
exemplary business cases and evaluation manuals. However hands-on courses on social media are 
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missing. This is remarkable, since it turns out that the possibility to experiment with social media is 
a critical condition (see next section).

One important bottleneck that appears in the Dutch cases is the great difference in digital skills 
between employees. Employees are often afraid to admit that they actually know little about IT. 
Although there are sufficient possibilities in the Dutch cases to brush up digital skills, in general the 
courses are severely underused. There seems to be a vicious circle. Employees who are afraid to 
admit that they lack digital skills are less inclined to follow training than employees who are already 
skilful and enthusiastic. As a result, the digital divide only widens further. It is therefore essential to 
create a space where people can experiment with social media without risk.

3.4 Room for experimentation

The need for (a) space to experiment with social media reoccurs in every single case. Employees 
have to – literally – play with new applications before they are able to see the added value. In all 
cases such places have been established. The Veghel case even revolves entirely around this place. 
In this small municipality, a self-appointed Web 2.0 guru – a part-time self-employed professional 
who is still civil servant in another small municipality – has introduced the ‘Web 2.0 pressure cooker’. 
Participants are made familiar with a wide range of social media in 23 simple steps. Focus of the 
course is to overcome cold feet. Minimal 30 participants are required and these 30 in turn have to 
share their experiences with at least three other people within the organisation.

In the Leiden case, one of the employees has singlehandedly installed Yammer without asking for prior 
permission from the IT-department. The latter has turned a blind eye to the use of the application, 
as long as it does not compromise the security of the internal network.

In Victoria – outside the capacity building action plan – the Ministry of Justice has introduced a 
Twitter training where employees learn to communicate in concise messages and where they can try 
out which tags work best in a ‘low risk environment’.

4. Outcomes of Web 2.0

4.1 New ways of work

New ways of working have been introduced far before the rise of social media. In the Netherlands, 
several big white-collar organisations have been experimenting with distance working since the 
mid nineties. About one decade later, Bill Gates introduced the notion of the ‘New World of Work’ 
(Gates, 2005). Although the starting point for the ‘new ways of working’ is different than the Web 
2.0 ideology, it appears that the developments are closely intertwined. In a way, there seems 
to be a symbiotic relationship: the two trends need each other to grow further. So far, distance 
working has hardly gained a foothold in Dutch local governments. Under the old centralised regime, 
expensive distance learning solutions were needed. The wide availability of Web 2.0 applications, in 
combination with the strong growth of smartphones, has made it much cheaper to really work ‘any 
time from any place’. 

However, more important than the economic arguments are the changes in culture that accompany 
the rise of Web 2.0. Employees are getting more used to the fact that the boundaries between 
work and life are fading. This facilitates the introduction of new ways of working. The other way 
around, in offices where the new ways of working are introduced, the use of Web 2.0 applications 
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will increase. The two trends reinforce each other. Web 2.0 could pull the new way of working out 
of its current deadlock. Thus flexibilising work can be both cause and effect of the use of Web 2.0 
applications.

A precondition for the new ways of working is to steer purely on output. Currently, in most government 
organisations steering is rather done on input (e.g., physical presence). This is mainly a matter of 
lack of trust. Managers think that productivity of their staff is lower offsite than onsite. Meanwhile, 
in the aforementioned organisations that already experiment a long time with new ways of working, 
the balance seems to tip too much to work instead of life. Managers there have to actually put a 
brake on work. Consequently, there is a shift from control on details to care in the broadest sense 
of the word.

In a similar vein, one of the informants notices that steering on output goes beyond deadlines, 
deliverables, milestones and targets. The essence is that the professionalism and substantive 
knowledge of employees is (again) central. This trend is diametrically opposed to the strict separation 
between process and content, that has been introduced in government since the nineties. The essence 
of the new ways of working is that the responsibility is returned from the ‘process managers’ to the 
‘content experts’. These experts should only be judged on the quality of their work. This can only be 
done by peer experts (cf. peer review in science). This fits neatly with the shift towards horizontal, 
open networks in the Web 2.0 ideology.

4.2 Relationship with the outside world

The internal communication is indirectly effected by communication with the outside world, more 
particularly with peers and with citizens.

Communication with peers outside the organisation is especially important for knowledge sharing. 
This process is greatly facilitated by the use of social media. Based on sheer numbers, there is always 
more specialist knowledge outside the organisation than inside. According to one of the informants 
it is therefore an obsolete idea to shield organisational knowledge in closed intranets. Experts pull 
their knowledge largely from their community of peers. It is no longer possible to shield information. 
For this reason, in the Amsterdam case the focus shifted from closed intranets to external, semi-
open wiki’s – despite the acknowledged success of the intranets.

With regard to communication with citizens, we found that Web 2.0 is mainly introduced ‘outside-
in’, that is, from the front office to the back office (Osimo, 2008). Social media have greatly boosted 
communication and knowledge sharing between citizens. This leads to a higher demand on front 
offices (both in terms of quality and quantity of the questions asked). In turn, the demand on 
the back office increases as well. The complexity of the questions increases, while simultaneously 
deadlines get tighter. The use of social media is pivotal to increase the efficiency and effectiveness 
of communications and knowledge sharing within and between government organisations.

In the Leiden case, demand for Web 2.0 applications comes mainly from the front office. Lync is 
introduced to improve communications with the back office. Not only does the application support 
multi-channel communications (telephone, chat, video), but due to the seamless integration with 
Microsoft Outlook it also shows the exact status of the receiver. In the Veghel case, a different 
solution is sought. Staff from the back office is put closer to the front office.

In Victoria, the increased degree of interaction with the outside world is acknowledged. The speed 
and reach of social media enables real-time interaction with citizens at a large scale. At the same 
time, it increases the risks in terms of reputation and business interests of the government.
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4.3 Added value of social media

The basic premise of Web 2.0 is that information is shared with others that was hitherto only used 
for own use (Web 1.0). With regard to the first basic function – communicating – the added value of 
social media vis-à-vis traditional media seems to be limited. This is because there are many more 
traditional alternatives for communicating than for knowledge sharing – the second basic function. 
The difference between SMS and Twitter and between calling and chatting is only gradual. It is 
mainly in terms of ease, speed and reach. 

Whether social media will really replace traditional communication tools remains to be seen. At this 
moment, local governments are only in the first stages of the adoption curve. Innovators and early 
adopters will start using social media anyway because it goes with the fashion. However the next 
cohort, the early majority, will assess the added value of social media much more pragmatic. In the 
short run, ease of use seems to be the most critical factor. 

The (open) question is whether the more efficient way of communicating also leads to a more effective 
way of knowledge sharing. A well-known thesis is that the quality of information increases when 
more people comment on it – Linus’ Law or “given enough eyeballs, all bugs are shallow” (Raymond, 
2000). According to one of the informants, the use of social media widens the group of critical 
followers. This has a triple positive effect on the quality of the policy process: it improves policy 
preparation (quality of input increases), it enables better control during policy implementation, and 
both eventually increase public support for the policy. However these improvements do not occur 
automatically. It is of utmost importance first to link up to a group of critical followers and secondly to 
have them react on the information. In other words, the process involves sending and receiving within 
a semi-closed community of peer experts. If and only if such an interactive process can be sustained, 
the quality of the information outside the organisation is indeed superior to the information inside. 
Thirdly, only if the quality of the information is the decisive benchmark for assessing the functioning 
of the organisation, the closed, vertical hierarchical organisation will indeed give way to open, 
horizontal networked organisations. Often, one or more of these essential ingredients are missing. 
Twitter for instance is very suitable to send concise messages to a very large group of people. This 
is very useful in case of emergencies, such as the swine flue in Australia in 2009. The downside of 
speed and reach is that information is too easily passed through without decent assessment of the 
quality. This is especially problematic when information is spread through a large diffuse group of 
laypeople. In a similar case of swine flu in Mexico, the highly effective transfer of false rumours gave 
rise to near mass hysteria (CNN, 2009). In short, whether the use of social media has added value 
in terms of quality is largely determined by the quality of the networks that are being mobilised. 
Social media strengthen social contacts but do not replace them. Stated differently: social media 
are particularly useful for social people. Proponents of Web 2.0 use the reverse argument: the fact 
that some people do not recognise the added value of social media is because they are not social 
enough. In either direction, the use of social media widens the gap between people with and without 
an extensive social network.

In the Amsterdam case, the success of the wiki could indeed be largely reduced to the extensive social 
network that the knowledge manager already had prior to the use of the application. Furthermore, 
the fact that he considered leaving the organisation despite the success of the wiki could be explained 
by the fact that political considerations presided over the quality of information.

This brings us back to the fundamental question whether the more efficient way of communicating 
leads to a more effective way of knowledge sharing. For the time being – at least within local 
government – we mainly find innovators and early adopters who pass the Web 2.0 ideology on to each 
other. The use of social media seems to be a goal in itself. Concrete applications of social media 
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(that is, social media as a means to an end) are extremely scarce or altogether non-existing. How the 
social network is organised is more important than the use of social media per se.

However, the fact remains that the specific technical characteristics of Web 2.0 applications 
certainly affect the quality of the information that is being exchanged. The devil is in the details 
here. The difference between Twitter and Yammer, for instance, is that the latter is based on closed 
communities. This enables much better control over the content. Furthermore, comments within 
Yammer are organised in threads (similar to bulletin board systems). This is a much more orderly 
structure than the highly dynamic timeline of Twitter. Therefore, Yammer seems to be more suitable 
for knowledge sharing than Twitter. Indeed, in practice we found that many more questions are 
posted within Yammer than within Twitter, which is mainly focused on one-way sending. But again 
it is the quality of the underlying social network which eventually determines the quality of the 
information.

5. Conclusions 
Web 2.0 and social media are at a critical point in their development cycle. The contrast between 
high expectations and – currently – little visible outcome is stark. It remains to be seen whether Web 
2.0 really has added value. Now the hype is over, this will soon become clear.

We have described the four critical, interrelated preconditions for successful implementation of 
Web 2.0 and its applications. First, the technology should be available, but employees should also 
be allowed to use it by both their superiors and the IT department. This is related to the second 
criterion: cultural change. All kinds of objections are being put forward by traditional organisations 
to maintain the status-quo. Basically this boils down to a distinction between conservative and 
innovative employees. Third, training of staff was found to be an important issue. Here we see 
another distinction: the difference between employees regarding their level of strategic IT skills. 
This leads to a fourth precondition: room for experimentation. Employees need to be able to literally 
play with the technology before they can understand the added value and will be able to integrate 
it in their day-to-day work.

Similarly, we found three main, interrelated outcomes of the use of Web 2.0. First, the use of Web 
2.0 facilitates the introduction of new ways of work (and vice-versa). This entails working ‘anytime, 
anyplace’, steering on output and giving responsibility to the expert (knowledge) worker. Second, 
the use of Web 2.0 significantly influences the relationship with the outside world. Indirectly, this 
has a pervasive effect on the internal relationships. First, the position of experts is strengthened 
because knowledge can easier be obtained in the outside peer community. Secondly, the rise of 
social media use leads to more C2C and C2G communications. This puts a higher demand on the front 
office and indirectly also on the back office. Finally, we discussed the added value of social media. 
Open questions remain whether social media will replace traditional means of communication and 
whether they indeed lead to a more effective way of working.

Based on our analysis of the four cases – but also on our much broader desk research described 
in the beginning of this paper that involved more than hundred cases – we conclude that for G2G 
collaboration, concrete, successful applications of Web 2.0 are extremely scarce at the moment. 
However, the specific (technical) characteristics of Web 2.0 applications certainly may affect the 
quality and quantity of exchanged information in positive ways. This calls for an objective assessment 
of the actual added value of social media in the daily work of civil servants. 
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