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TOPIC: THE USE OF SOCIAL MEDIA IN ENHANCING PARLIAMENT'S  

  CONSTITUENCY ENGAGEMENT 

1. Introduction and Background 

The use of social media has become a mainstay in public engagements especially 

for Parliamentarians. Although latecomers to the world of digital communication, 

politicians have made a considerable stride in the last couple of years with many 

now joining digital platforms such as Facebook and twitter. It is however noteworthy 

to mention that Parliamentarians are using social media to interact with citizens only 

at the margins. This could be attributed to diverse factors such as the lack of ability 

to use this type of tools effectively. Consequently, these tools may also have some 

limitations in particular to Parliamentary institutions especially in terms of engaging 

with the public. 

Although social media cannot meet all steps of the public engagement, it does 

embody some of its key components. According to Curtin and Meijer (2006), 

information exchanged through social media does influence the perception of the 

masses. The term public engagement is therefore not limited to actual participation 

of citizens but it is extended to passive form of rendezvous. 

Parliaments, internationally, are generally conservative in adopting new technologies 

(Frolick, 2015). However, there has been an increase in adopting new technologies 

and the uptake of the use of smartphones. Following agreements by parliaments at 

the World e-parliament and International Parliamentary Union (IPU), the tools of 

trade for MPs include smartphones, laptop and tablets as well as free access to Wi-

Fi around parliaments. The agreement further encouraged parliaments to training 

MPs in proper and effective utilisation of these gadgets. Parliaments created Twitter, 

Facebook and YouTube accounts for MPs to enhance interaction with the public. All 

these initiatives were necessary to enable Parliamentarians engage with their 

constituencies effectively. 

In contrast, the adoption of social media by parliamentarians has been slow. This is 

due to the fact that parliamentary institutions are slow in the decision-making 

process to effect changes. Technology in its nature is very volatile and change 

rapidly. When decision to adopt new technologies is delayed, it can become difficult 

for parliamentarians to keep up with this changing environment. 
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The rise in social media usage by parliamentarians stimulate political awareness, 

deliberation and participation. It helps facilitate communication between constituents 

and their Members of parliament. Engagements through social media have become 

an important political conversation where MPs engage with the public for better 

transparency and constituency services. 

Ideologies of the value of social media however lies in the ability of proper 

information exchange. There is a rise in hate speech and criticisms on social media 

against parliamentarians. Although not desirable, social media has given the public 

an opportunity to express themselves and be heard publicly. Some comments are 

directed to specific parliamentarians due to their political affiliation. This normally turn 

into hate speeches and victimisation of parliamentarians. As a dichotomy of how 

different political parties use social media for political campaigns, this is largely a 

powerful predictor of the perception of people’s political choices. Embracing new 

technologies in campaign strategies gas become a new strategy for politicians to win 

votes by communicating their messages to the masses. This has transformed 

information exchange between constituents and MPs but only at a marginal rate 

when used effectively. 

2. Perspectives of the Potential of Social Media 

Following the emergence of internet, it is vital to assess whether the use of social 

media has a positive impact on democracy and transparency. It is undeniable that 

the youth are aware and skilled in the use of new technologies for communication. 

Can the same be said for older citizens who were not exposed to digital 

technologies? 

Lately, social media has been utilised by different political parties to run their 

campaigns and share information on public rallies. The use of smartphones has 

enabled such information to be disseminated among the masses especially those 

with access to digital media. However, there a digital gab between those who have 

access to digital infrastructures and those who don’t. This has to be addressed first 

before a meaningful transformation to digital communication can be effected. Those 

who do not have access to modern technology will be left out in terms of holding 

MPs accountable. It is however important to note that although social media 
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platforms are important for communication between constituents and their MPs, a 

mixed method which incorporate conventional processes is also necessary. 

 

3. Social Media and Parliamentarians Constituency engagement 

Social media, a range of online tools for creating and sharing content, have created 

new opportunities for legislatures and Members of Parliament. They provide new 

ways to communicate and engage with the public, consult on legislation and promote 

transparency. According to records, more than one third of Parliaments are using 

social media while others are further planning to (Williamson, 2013). 

The rise of the social media has elevated the visibility of parliaments considerably 

(Leston-Bandeira, 2007: 656). Once geographically distant and removed institutions, 

parliaments have, acquired a visibility that spans physical barriers. This development 

has taken place mainly through the use of social media in enhancing parliamentary 

engagements. Whilst parliaments have become more proficient in utilising social 

media to disseminate their work and, in some cases, develop engagement with 

citizens through a variety of tools, namely; Facebook and twitter parliamentary 

accounts (Leston-Bandeira & Bender, 2013). 

There are a number of reasons why the adoption of social media by parliaments has 

been slow. One and foremost is the fact that parliamentary institutions are generally 

slow in adapting to new technology, due partly to its collective character of decision-

making. When new technologies emerge, there is traditionally a time lag before 

parliamentary institutions adopt these effectively. Besides this, social media embody 

a style of communication that does not easily marry institutional communication. 

Social media imply an individual voice that parliament does not have. Parliament is 

constituted by a collective of many actors and it is not the politician who speaks for 

parliament, it is the parliamentary official, who needs to be at all points non-biased. 

As the Hansard Society put it, “we note that agreeing an ‘institutional voice’ for social 

media channels is an issue for Parliament”.  

The value of social media, however, lies in its ability to facilitate connections through 

quick, spontaneous, and informal reactions; social media imply a persona behind its 

input. It has also brought something new to parliaments: the degree of visibility of its 
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relationship with citizens. Through social media, comments and reactions to 

parliament become much more public. Criticism and hate mail towards parliaments 

have always existed, but social media make these much more patent and easy to be 

expressed.  

Kamp (2016,1) states that social media can be considered as a potential tool for 

facilitating social contract between citizens and the state, such as the use of social 

media platforms to solicit feedback on its policies and political actions, while citizens 

can use the same platforms to express their anger, frustrations or acceptance of 

whatever actions the government is undertaking. Social media platforms can assist 

citizens to explore new ways of cooperation on collective action and also provides 

opportunities for mobilizing people around a common cause and sensitize the public 

on specific issues. 

Furthermore, social media also offer new and valuable possibilities for engagement 

with the public. As an institution often put at the centre of the political disengagement 

discourse (Dalton, 2004; Stoker, 2006, Hay 2007; Norris, 2011), social media offer 

parliaments many new possibilities of engagement: a direct access to citizens not 

mediated by the media or parties, more direct access to a younger public, the 

possibility to react more quickly to news and events, the possibility to engage the 

public into a conversation and the possibility to target more specific issues. More 

importantly, social media offers considerable potential in terms of actual political 

participation. As cited by Duffy & Foley (2011), that social media provides 

opportunity for the public to participate in political decision making and it also 

establish public confidence in Parliament elected representatives. The use of online 

consultations with the public may help to improve public participation in 

Parliamentary activities and increase greater communication among parliaments 

within and outside.  

Despite the critical role of social media in Parliamentary activities, there are 

constraints in Parliamentary context, such as the need to ensure that Parliament 

reputation is not damaged by the use of social media. The need to protect vulnerable 

participants from the negative consequences involved with Parliamentary inquiry and 

the uncertainty surrounding the application of parliamentary privilege on online 

communication. 
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Kamp (2016) further outlines the challenges of using social media in Parliament, 

these are; 

 Accessibility may be impeded by a number of barriers such as poor 

infrastructure, poor literacy, and cultural apprehension to new technologies. 

 There appears to be a generational gap, with the younger generation making 

much more use of the opportunities of the internet and social media 

 Some observers see a tendency of the state to try to monitor, regulate or even 

block social media in a way that may threaten the freedom of expression 

online. 

 Social media has increasingly become a channel for different forms of 

offenses and so-called cyber-crime such as cyber-bullying, stalking, 

defamation, spread of false information and inciting messages. 

 Social media increase the trend of information overload, which makes it 

harder to filter out relevant and useful information and can lead to social 

fragmentation and digital isolation. 

4. Democracy and citizen's voices 

As democracy advances, demands for the citizen’s voices to be heard are 

increasing. Citizens have a variety of tools for getting informed, expressing opinions 

and raising issues with parliamentarians. There is therefore a need for 

parliamentarians to develop two-way communication channels for reaching out to 

and being responsive to citizens. 

The following are how new technologies can better connect parliament with the 

people it represents. 

 The use of ICT in the administration, adoption of social media, developing 

citizen engagement platforms. 

 The high usage rate of smartphones and internet can enable MPs to use 

these kinds of means for constituency outreach and citizen’s participation in 

the legislative process. MPs must have access to apps that provide bill 

deliberation, research and analysis, and promotion of legislative activities.  
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 A “bill information app” can provide an at-a-glance view of information on all 

current bills, list of bills proposed by National Assembly members, and offer 

information on the current status of bills in the legislative process. 

 A “legislation app” can again allow MPs to check the opinion of citizens on 

different legislative initiatives. 

By employing such ICT tools, parliamentarians can connect with citizens in a more 

direct and meaningful way, strengthening transparency, accessibility and 

accountability. Ultimately the aim of adopting such technologies is to promote 

political engagement and build a more effective, inclusive and responsive institution.  

New technologies are instrumental in helping citizens make sense of what 

parliamentarians do and in offering them real and encouraging opportunities for 

taking part. Young people in particular are expressing a sense of disillusion and 

disappointment. There appears to be a growing “democracy deficit”; an increasing 

neglect to vote and a widespread feeling that current systems do not allow them to 

voice their view and concerns. 

Citizen engagement goes beyond the publication of information and data. 

Parliamentary websites are an important step in providing better access to 

parliamentary work, but simply sharing updates in not enough. To arrive at true 

political participation, parliament and MPs need to make it quick and easy as 

possible for people to share inputs.  

5. Conclusion 

Everyone should have a voice in Parliament not just MPs. In the age of social media 

there's no excuse why the public shouldn't be more involved in asking questions of 

those in power who are making decisions which will affect us all.  
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