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The question ”what is the one thing local government in South Australia can do to improve?” 

leads to many conversations amongst peers, industry colleagues and the community. 

 

One topic that is common is how councils are adapting to new technologies.  This has led the 

authors of this report to investigate the implementation and uptake of digital platforms by 

South Australia local government and how this can enhance local government’s ability to 

engage with its communities. 

 

This report will consider a review of literature, case studies, and surveys to establish an 

understanding of the uses of digital platforms, the various engagement methods used by local 

government - in South Australia, interstate and internationally, and the risks and opportunities 

associated with this new way of engaging.  

  

Finally this report will recommend how the local government sector can implement a strategy 

to allow the sector to become a leader in online/digital engagement, allowing it to flourish and 

become a truly connected government. 
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The fundamental relationship in any system of democratic government is the relationship 

between the community and that government (NSW Ombudsman’s Office, 2000).  

 

The Local Government Act 1999 sets the framework within which councils must operate. 

Included in the objectives of the Act are the requirements to: “encourage the participation of 

local communities in the affairs of local government” and “provide a legislative framework for 

an effective, efficient and accountable system of local government in South Australia”.  It is 

worth noting that while the Local Government Act 1999 is the primary legislation that councils 

operate within, there are a number of other Acts that prescribe requirements for public 

engagement and notification. 

  

Until recently, council engagement with communities has been promoted and undertaken 

using traditional means such as newspaper advertisements, letters, community noticeboards 

and newsletters.  However a shift in technologies, communication, communication behaviour 

and digital platforms is opening new opportunities for local government to engage and 

encourage participation in the affairs of council. While a large percentage of councils recognise 

this change and the significance of this, many have been slow on the uptake (Objective, 

Australia and New Zealand Local Government Maturity Index, 2017). 

 

  

 

THE REQUIREMENT OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT  

TO ENGAGE WITH THE COMMUNITY 



4 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5 
 

 
 

The movement toward online tools and new platforms including mobile devices, social media 

and apps has changed the way people communicate and use the internet (Georgescu, 2012). 

  

These changes are expanding the possibilities to interact, participate and collaborate and are 

allowing users to create and distribute content, and this is one area that local government 

should be capitalising on more. 

 

A report by the Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) captured how 

Australians are engaging with digital technologies and changing communications practices 

(Figure 1). 

  

It shows technology is now an integral part of everyday life with 92% of Australians using the 

internet.  We are more connected, more often and from different devices. Whilst there was an 

estimated 1.1 million who have never accessed the internet (2014), this number has 

significantly decreased over the years (Australian Communications and Media Authority, 2014). 

ACCESSIBILITY & USE 
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Figure 1: The 2014 ACMA snapshot of digital life in Australia 

Source: ACMA, 2014 

  

Activities performed online are diverse (Figure 2), with the primary use being email (94%), 

research and information (94%), browsing and surfing (91%), and banking or paying bills (77%) 

(ACMA, 2014).  Data also shows that accessing government websites rates in the lesser 

activities performed.  Social media use in Australia continues to rise with 79% of internet users 

using social media, however only 7% use it to “engage with a government representative or 

department” (Sensis, 2017). 
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Figure 2: Activities performed online (six months to May 2014) 

Source: ACMA Communications Report 2013-2014 

  

This low level of engagement with government is concerning and further research is required 

to understand why this occurs. Possible contributing factors may be that:  

 the platforms are not effective, efficient or user-friendly;  

 methods of engagement/consultation are not compatible with new technology;  

 people aren’t aware or don’t see the value in engaging with local government; and/or 

 people only engage with local government when they have a question or potential issue 

to resolve.  
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It should also be noted that despite this current low level of engagement, expectations of local 

government engagement and service provision are being influenced by new technologies and 

this is compounded by the increasing use of technology not only within the community, but by 

other sectors that are using it to improve their service delivery standards and engagement.  
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Digital change has been rapid and diverse.  Since the 1990s, technology has shifted from an 

internal focus to external.  Many governments and businesses are using technology for service 

delivery, business process improvement, economic development, policy-making and 

engagement with communities, other government organisations, and businesses. 

 

Technology offers local government opportunities to speed-up work processes, increase 

effectiveness and efficiency, provide improved and more customised services, and reduce 

bureaucratic rigmarole (Prins, Broeders, Griffioen, 2012).  The use of technology also allows for 

more efficient and targeted communication direct from council.  Technology also supports the 

desires of communities who say they want more convenience, choice, ease of access, 

personalisation, value for money, accountability and they want it fast (ACT Government, 2008). 

 

“Digital platforms are enablers of public sector service delivery programs and initiatives, 

and that digital services are a fundamental part of the service mix,” (ACT Government, 

Connected Communities, 2008).  

 

Research into practices in online engagement in local government indicates some councils are 

developing in-house capacity to create online engagement platforms that suit their needs. 

They are doing this through a combination of approaches including: 

● purchasing online platform software that is maintained by an external provider with 

pre-determined deliverables 

 

DIGITAL LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
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● purchasing online platform software that is maintained by staff in-house with support 

from an external provider 

● in-house set up and maintenance of an online platform available through the internet 

that is used in a distributive approach across council, i.e. all departments in council take 

responsibility for contributions to the content on the online platform and social media 

tools in compliance with a social media policy and guidelines. 

 

Many interstate councils are developing a strategic approach to digital transformation to guide 

their engagement with communities using various platforms.  This is underpinned by digital 

policy and other initiatives, however as shown in the graphs below (Figure 3), the majority of 

these policies and strategies do not have a coordinated approach.  
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Figure 3 

Source: Objective, Australia and New Zealand Local Government Maturity Index, 2017 
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Whilst our research shows that the digital uptake by councils has been slow, there are a few 

examples where councils have piloted a digital platform to engage with their communities with 

great success.  Below are a few case studies have been chosen for their best practice in digital 

communication and engagement. 

 

United Kingdom 

Further abroad, councils are providing a number of enhancements to their digital offerings. 

Buckinghamshire County Council in the United Kingdom aims to “create a set of digital services 

so good people prefer to use them” (Buckinghamshire County Council Digital Strategy 2015-

18). In addition to social media and web services, they have integrated digital tools into their 

main publishing platform including an e-commerce platform which enables customers to 

undertake multiple transactions; a customer account platform enabling customers to check the 

progress of a request; and a telephony platform to handle webchat, phone calls and instant 

messaging.  All of these improve the way the communities engage with the council. 

 

Moreland City Council 

One way Victoria’s Moreland City Council connects with those in their community who are 

isolated or unable to access physical council locations is through using video conferencing 

(Attentive Consulting (2017)).   This online engagement tool provides a platform for businesses 

 

CASE STUDIES 
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and families to talk directly to council from their home or office. This tool is more convenient 

and efficient for those seeking services from their local government. 

 

Brisbane City Council 

Social media is another way councils are communicating and engaging with communities. 

Brisbane City Council has been acknowledged for their exceptional use of social media 

(Facebook and Twitter) by the independent Flood Enquiry Review Report (Australian Centre of 

Excellence for Local Government (ACELG), 2016).  Their Digital Communication Team devised 

and implemented a highly successful social media campaign to communicate vital flood 

information through a rapidly changing situation which saw residents turning to digital 

platforms for information (Figures 4 and 5).  The council also used this as an opportunity to 

obtain useable intelligence from the public which was then fed back to the Local Disaster 

Coordination Centre. 

 

According to a report by the ACELG (2016):  

“Within the first 48 hours of the flood event, social media channels proved to be a preferred 

communication channel for a very large number of Brisbane residents and businesses.  The 

ubiquity of social media in people’s lives allowed rapid engagement with a large cross-section 

of the community, whilst also granting the ability to share messages from other trusted 

authorities.” 

 

“The most critical success factors of Brisbane City Council’s use of social media during the 

floods were being organised; having dedicated resources that understood the social media 

space; working in conjunction with existing communication areas; and adopting a 

conversational, open tone with residents.”  
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Source: Brisbane City Council Twitter 

 

 

Source: Brisbane City Council Twitter 
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Figure 4: 2011 Brisbane Flood Facebook Metrics 

Source: www.pria.com.au 
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Figure 5: 2011 Brisbane Flood Twitter metrics 

Source: www.pria.com.au 

  

http://www.pria.com.au/
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South Australian Councils 

The uptake of different digital platforms by South Australian councils is not as established as 

interstate or international councils and is still very much in the development stage with no 

clear indication of satisfaction with any one online platform (Appendix 1).  But, the use of 

online tools to engage the community and resourcing is increasing with many using the more 

popular online tools such as website and Facebook (Appendix 1).  This is despite a lack of 

strategy and no coordinated approach which was highlighted as concerns by local government 

staff (Appendix 1). 

 

 

Figure 6: Use of digital platforms by South Australian councils 

Source: Extracted from Appendix 1  

 

Many South Australian councils have an entry level, or basic, digital presence, namely a 

website. This is unsurprising given that this is the most popular form of digital media used 

by councils to communicate to its communities.  What was surprising is that all respondents 

(100%) listed Facebook as a form of digital communication and engagement, with the 
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second highest application used (75%) being Survey Monkey (Figure 6).  This indicates these 

councils have had success with using these tools to engage with their communities.  Many 

other forms of digital communication were listed (Figure 7), but this varied considerably 

between councils and was dependent on each council’s expertise and budgets. 

 

Other digital tools used include, but not limited to: 

Social Media apps such as Instagram, Twitter, Snapchat, Youtube and Pinterest 

State government engagement platforms, e.g. YourSay 

Council community engagement portals, various web based platforms 

Hootsuite (social media monitoring tool) and Stix ( to describe cyber threat information) 

Spatial mapping tools such as ArcGIS web maps, storey maps etc 

One Card - Library services (Local Government platform providing state-wide access). 
Figure 7: Extracted from Appendix 1 

 

This range of tools and platforms currently used reveals a lack of coordination with no industry 

standard in how South Australian councils interact with their communities online. 

 

However, councils have found that communication via local newspaper, council publications 

and direct mail is still a preferred form of communication for the majority of the community. 

Reasons for this slow adoption of digital communication and preferred use of traditional tools 

could be that the platforms used are not considered to be user friendly, there is a lack of 

council confidence, resources and budget, and no clear benchmarking measures across South 

Australian local government.  
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City of Salisbury 

The City of Salisbury has just completed an engagement case study for the development of a 

masterplan for the paddocks at Para Hills West (Appendix 2). 

 

In developing the engagement strategy the project team assessed the “audience” using social 

atlas data and local knowledge. Both elderly people and people without access to the internet 

were important to engage with. 

 

A hybrid engagement approach was used to ensure a broad reach and included:  

 online survey (Survey Monkey) available to the entire community 

 mail out of the survey to 6500 surrounding residents and businesses, costing $10,000  

 Facebook posts 

 project web page for the life of the project 

 four drop in sessions on site and at the local Library 

 surveys made available at the local community centre and on site 

 contact number for people who wish to call with feedback 

 direct one-on-one engagement with sporting clubs and other user groups. 

 

The key finding of the engagement case study was that of the 6,500 mail outs, only 50 

responses were received, whereas, over 300 surveys were completed online. There were also 

over 70 groups that attended the drop in sessions. 

 

This case study shows that online engagement was more favorable, in terms of active 

participation by the community and the cost to council. The data obtained through the online 

surveys can also be used for future projects. 
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Benefits  

As illustrated in the case studies, the benefits of implementing digital platforms are far and 

wide, and many councils across Australia are exploring the use of digital platforms in an effort 

to engage communities and deliver a better customer experience.  

 

There is a strong desire for progress and digital transformation to become a more connected 

government with an overwhelming number of councils acknowledging that digital 

communication and engagement is the way of the future (Objective, Australia and New 

Zealand Local Government Maturity Index, 2017). 

 

Digital technology can engage people who traditionally may not participate in council decision-

making processes because of their age, job and family demands, their preferred style of 

communication and their stage in life. 

 

As demonstrated in the Brisbane City Council case study, digital platforms are a great way to 

disseminate information quickly and cost effectively, especially in situations where immediacy 

and large reach are critical.  

 

The analytics behind digital platforms can also give councils better insight into their 

communities and what’s of interest to them, key influencers in matters, allowing for more 

 

BENEFITS & CHALLENGES 
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targeted engagement.  This data can be used across other council platforms to create a ‘single 

view’ of individuals, which in turn can help councils provide a better customer experience.  

 

Challenges 

The challenge for councils is that technology is developing at a rapid rate and most local 

government digital initiatives are still in the planning stages and transformation activities are 

generally uncoordinated.  

 

In many cases, the larger the council, the more a council is going to invest in digital technology 

and the better the result they will get (Objective, Australia and New Zealand Local Government 

Maturity Index, 2017).  The capacity and skill to analyse data – which are critical to the success 

of successfully engaging with communities using digital platforms - are two areas of concern to 

SA local government employees (Appendix 1). 

 

Furthermore, there is no clear leader in digital engagement in South Australia, no coordinated 

approach or existing measures to benchmark.  This makes it incredibly time consuming and 

resource intensive for individual councils who are separately researching and implementing 

digital platforms with no clear guidance or vision. 

 

Another key consideration is intellectual property laws, privacy and record keeping. With 

technology constantly evolving, and councils having such a different approach, legislation has 

not caught up making some areas of digital connections very grey. 

 

While it’s believed digital is the way of the future, the transition and understanding our 

communities are important.  For example, online may not be suitable when demographic 

statistics indicate low rates of internet access among a target audience, however it’s important 

to look at trends and how this may change in the future.  In addition, online tools used in 
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isolation may exclude people from participating in an engagement process where they do not 

have the digital literacy skills to participate, but this could be addressed through community 

education programs offered in community centres or libraries. 
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It’s important to recognise that different people have different needs and expectations when it 

comes to how they engage with council and the services they deliver (City of Ryde, 2014), and 

that councils have different capacities to deliver such services.  It is for this reason that councils 

must clearly identify their goals with engagement and thoroughly research their communities 

before undertaking any rapid digital changes or an uncoordinated approach.  

 

As can be seen from the literature review, case studies and the survey of South Australian 

councils, other jurisdictions are well in advance of South Australia in implementing digital 

communication tools and strategies. 

 

Currently there is no coordination between South Australian councils and there has been no 

direct leadership from the state government or leading bodies.  This has resulted in a 

fragmented approach to digital communication strategies across councils.  It is recommended 

that short and long term measures are put in place. 

 

Short term 

In the short-term, while research is being undertaken, it is recommended that local 

government continue to engage with their local communities through free digital platforms 

(such as Facebook and Twitter).  

 

 

RECOMMENDATION 
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By doing this they will not only increase their capacity to move to a greater digital presence in 

the future but will also encourage online interactions with their local communities which will 

see the digital space become the preferred method of engagement and interaction.  To help 

facilitate this there will be a need for greater collaboration between councils through the Local 

Government Communicators Network.  This could pave the way for shared resourcing, 

benchmarking and joint purchasing arrangements.  

 

Long term 

Prior to implementing any significant changes in the use of digital platforms, a sector-wide 

study should be undertaken.  This would include research to understand the following aspects 

of our communities: 

 demographics 

 accessibility and use of online/digital platforms 

 behaviours around news consumption and level engagement with councils 

 a needs analysis including the issues that are of interest to them, what communities 

want to be engaged on and at what levels 

 their views on the strengths, weaknesses and opportunities of councils’ current 

engagement practices 

 the online conversations that are and are not happening regarding council 

 the types of community members who are and are not engaging with councils, and the 

reasons behind these. 

 

Research should also address councils’ use of digital platforms for engagement including: 

 methods for how councils are currently engaging with their communities online and 

whether they are working 

 resourcing and budgets, and whether these form an integral part of project 

management 
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 integration of digital engagement platforms with other software 

 skills analysis and opportunities for development 

 past and current online campaigns and the strengths and weaknesses of these 

 best practice models utilised by other councils interstate and overseas. 

 

From this research, a sector-wide strategy should be created, setting a vision for how South 

Australian local government can become more connected with its communities by using digital 

platforms.  It could include a tiered action plan to set the foundation for best practice online 

engagement.  This tiered approach would allow councils to adopt the elements that best suit 

their size, needs, resourcing, capacity and capabilities.  

 

This would be underpinned by a solid social media policy, opportunities for employee 

education and upskilling, targeted campaigns to drive and maintain engagement, a set of 

measures to benchmark progress, and details on the risks of creating digital connections and 

how to best mitigate them. 

 

The advantages of a sector-wide approach also may have benefits in terms of: 

 Procurement – together councils will have stronger buying power for any technology 

and better opportunities for funding. 

 Resource sharing and skill development – supporting all councils, regardless of size and 

budget, and providing opportunities for building the capacity of council staff.  

 Unified messaging -  consistent and complementary messaging across all councils may 

help to strengthen the reputation of local government, establish greater trust in 

government and build the confidence communities have in the role and work of local 

government.  
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With greater access to the internet and more of our everyday interactions being undertaken 

online the use of digital platforms by local government to engage, communicate and deliver 

services has never been more important.  

  

However it is clear from the research that South Australian local government has only just 

begun the journey to becoming a leader in digital communication.  There are many examples 

from interstate and overseas where digital platforms have successfully been used to engage 

local communities, leading to more connected and responsive councils.    

 

To help develop South Australian local government engagement through digital connections, 

this report has presented several recommendations over short and long term periods.  It’s 

important to highlight that a successful plan is built on a strong foundation of research and 

data, and a coordinated approach that considers councils’ digital platforms, software, 

resourcing, budgets, skills, strategies, community plans and policies.   

 

However local government needs to be aware of the challenges in moving greater resources in 

to an online environment and ensure that it achieves value for money, integrity of information, 

high level of customer service and inclusion of all communities. 

  

 

CONCLUSION 
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