
1 
 

 

 

 

A model for using social media to inform 
public policy and communication:  

Cases of shark management in NSW 
Australia 

 

 

Kane LJ Callaghan 

BA (Hons) 

 

Submitted to Charles Sturt University in fulfilment of the requirements  

 for Doctor of Philosophy 

 

School of Communication and Creative Industries 

Faculty of Arts and Education 

 

 

June, 2021 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 
 

Table of Contents 
 

 
Table of Contents .................................................................................................................................... 3 

Certificate of Authorship......................................................................................................................... 8 

Acknowledgement of Assistance ............................................................................................................ 9 

Professional editorial assistance ............................................................................................................. 9 

Researcher Note ..................................................................................................................................... 9 

Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................................... 10 

Ethics Approval ..................................................................................................................................... 12 

List of Tables ......................................................................................................................................... 13 

List of Figures ........................................................................................................................................ 15 

Abstract ................................................................................................................................................. 17 

Chapter One: Introduction .................................................................................................................... 20 

1.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................................ 20 

1.2 Rationale ..................................................................................................................................... 21 

1.3 Current approaches .................................................................................................................... 23 

1.4 Significance of research .............................................................................................................. 24 

1.5 Structure of the thesis ................................................................................................................ 25 

1.6 Introduction Conclusion .............................................................................................................. 31 

Chapter Two: Literature Review ........................................................................................................... 34 

2.1 Social Media: Definitions, changing citizen expectations, and policy optimism ........................ 35 

2.1.1 Defining Social Media ........................................................................................................ 36 

2.1.2 Citizen Expectations for Social Media Use ......................................................................... 44 

2.1.3 Policy-maker and scholarly optimism for social media ..................................................... 49 

2.2 Technological innovation in public policy decision making: From E-Gov to Citizensourcing ..... 52 

2.2.1 Defining concepts in digital government literature........................................................... 52 

2.2.2 Citizensourcing: A new approach to using social media for public policy decision making

 54 

2.2.3 Citizensourcing: Active and passive approaches ............................................................... 60 

2.3 Discrepancies between optimism and evidence of actual use ................................................... 63 

2.3.1 Government use of social media ....................................................................................... 63 



4 
 

2.3.2 Limitations to citizensourcing ............................................................................................ 67 

2.4 Conclusion and identification of need for research and development ...................................... 73 

2.4.1 Research aims, objectives, and questions ......................................................................... 75 

Chapter Three: Research Methodology ................................................................................................ 81 

3.1 Methodological Framework ........................................................................................................ 81 

3.1.1 Research Design ................................................................................................................ 82 

3.1.2 Ontology ............................................................................................................................ 83 

3.1.3 Epistemology ..................................................................................................................... 85 

3.1.4 Research Methodology ..................................................................................................... 87 

3.2 Case Study: NSW Shark Management Strategy .......................................................................... 89 

3.3 Methods of Data Collection and Analysis ................................................................................... 93 

3.3.1 Study 1: Identifying the information needs of policy decision makers ............................ 93 

3.3.2 Study 2a: Reviewing current approaches for collecting and analysing online citizen 

commentary................................................................................................................................ 95 

3.3.3 Study 2b: Developing and piloting an approach for the systematic collection and 

qualitative analysis of online citizen commentary for use in policy and communication decision 

making ........................................................................................................................................ 97 

3.3.4 Study 3: Evaluating the usefulness of the Systematic Approach and its findings for use in 

policy decision making and communication............................................................................... 99 

3.3.5 Addressing research subjectivity and bias ...................................................................... 101 

3.4 Chapter Summary ..................................................................................................................... 104 

Chapter Four: Categorising policy-maker information needs ............................................................ 106 

4.1 Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 106 

4.2 Sampling .................................................................................................................................... 108 

4.2.1 Sampling criteria and sample size ................................................................................... 109 

4.2.2 Purposive expert sampling .............................................................................................. 110 

4.2.3 Recruitment ..................................................................................................................... 113 

4.2.4 Sample ............................................................................................................................. 114 

4.3 Interviews .................................................................................................................................. 114 

4.3.1 Problem-centred interview design .................................................................................. 115 

4.4 Analysis ..................................................................................................................................... 117 

4.4.1 First cycle – Initial and Provisional coding ....................................................................... 117 

4.4.2 Second cycle – Axial coding ............................................................................................. 120 

4.5 Findings RQ1: What are important dimensions of policy decision making? ............................ 122 

4.5.1 Why decisions needed to be made ................................................................................. 123 

4.5.2 The influence of electoral cycles on policy decision-making ........................................... 126 



5 
 

4.5.3 Petition style public campaigning .................................................................................... 129 

4.5.4 The changing role of citizens in policy decision making .................................................. 130 

4.5.5 Summary and discussion ................................................................................................. 134 

4.6 Findings RQ2: What do policy makers require to make good decisions? ................................. 138 

4.6.1 Policy decision-making requires multiple forms of evidence .......................................... 138 

4.6.2 Policy decision-making requires processes that involve citizens .................................... 146 

4.6.3 Summary and discussion ................................................................................................. 158 

4.7 Findings MRQ: What categories of citizen information are useful for policy decision-making?

 161 

4.7.1 Attitudes to policy ........................................................................................................... 162 

4.7.2 Values .............................................................................................................................. 164 

4.7.3 Understandings and misunderstandings of policy .......................................................... 166 

4.7.4 Lived realities of those impacted by policy decisions ...................................................... 169 

4.7.5 Summary .......................................................................................................................... 172 

4.8 Chapter summary of findings, discussion and implications ...................................................... 174 

Chapter Five: Study Two Part A – Developing an approach to systematically collect and qualitatively 

analyse online citizen commentary .................................................................................................... 180 

5.1 Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 180 

5.2 Reviewing what has been done by others – Systematic mapping study .................................. 183 

5.2.1 Design of the systematic mapping study of previous approaches .................................. 183 

5.2.2 Findings of the Systematic Mapping Study ..................................................................... 186 

5.2.3 Discussion of findings and influence on the design of an approach to systematically 

collect and qualitatively analyse online citizen commentary ................................................... 186 

5.3 Developing the ‘Systematic Approach’ ..................................................................................... 199 

Stage 1. Determining inquiry scope and relevant publics ........................................................ 200 

Stage 2. Identifying and justifying your data sources ............................................................... 202 

Stage 3. Addressing ethical considerations .............................................................................. 204 

Stage 4. Collecting data ............................................................................................................ 206 

Stage 5. Analysing data ............................................................................................................. 207 

Stage 6. Reporting findings ....................................................................................................... 212 

5.4 Summary of the review and develop stages ............................................................................. 213 

Chapter Six: Study Two Part B – Piloting the Systematic Approach with proactive and reactive policy 

decision making case studies .............................................................................................................. 216 

6.1 Policy cases: Proactive and reactive decision making in shark management .......................... 217 

6.1.1 Proactive policy case: NSW shark meshing program and possible alternative strategies

 218 



6 
 

6.1.2 Reactive policy case: Shark attack at La Perouse, Sydney ............................................... 220 

6.2 Piloting the Systematic Approach with policy cases ................................................................. 223 

6.2.1 Piloting the Systematic Approach with a proactive policy decision making case: NSW 

shark meshing program and possible alternative strategies .................................................... 223 

6.2.2 Piloting the Systematic Approach with a reactive policy decision-making case: Severe 

shark incident at La Perouse, Sydney ....................................................................................... 290 

6.2.3 Comparing the proactive and reactive investigations ..................................................... 325 

6.3 Reflections on the Systematic Approach .................................................................................. 331 

6.3.1 Utility of data sources used in the Systematic Approach ............................................... 331 

6.3.2 Time and labour resources required for the Systematic Approach ................................ 333 

6.4 Summary and Conclusion ......................................................................................................... 335 

Chapter Seven: Study Three – Evaluating the Systematic Approach with policy decision-makers .... 339 

7.1 Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 339 

7.2 Study objective: evaluating the usefulness of the Systematic Approach and its findings ........ 341 

7.2.1 The practice of evaluation ............................................................................................... 342 

7.2.2 Approaches to practical and theoretical evaluation ....................................................... 343 

7.2.3 A hybrid evaluative framework ....................................................................................... 350 

7.3 Sampling .................................................................................................................................... 351 

7.3.1 Recruitment ..................................................................................................................... 352 

7.3.2 Study sample ................................................................................................................... 352 

7.4 Asynchronous online discussion group ..................................................................................... 353 

7.4.1 Appropriateness of an asynchronous online discussion group for this study ................. 354 

7.4.2 Operationalisation in this study ....................................................................................... 357 

7.4.3 Online discussion group materials ................................................................................... 357 

7.5 Analysis of online evaluative discussion group ......................................................................... 359 

7.6 Findings ..................................................................................................................................... 361 

7.6.1 Evaluating the usefulness of the findings (worthwhile results) ...................................... 361 

7.6.2 Evaluating the usefulness of the Systematic Approach (intended outcome) ................. 377 

7.7 Discussion of findings and implications for future use of the Systematic Approach ............... 391 

7.7.1 Summary of key insights .................................................................................................. 392 

7.7.2 Characterising a policy topics well suited to research using online citizen commentary394 

7.8 Conclusion and recommendations for future application of the Systematic Approach .......... 397 

Chapter Eight: Conclusion ................................................................................................................... 401 

8.1 Addressing Research Questions ................................................................................................ 401 

8.1.1 Identify the information needs of policy decision-makers and communicators related to 

citizens ...................................................................................................................................... 402 



7 
 

8.1.2 Review current approaches used for collecting and analysing online citizen commentary 

for the purpose of understanding important public policy topics ........................................... 405 

8.1.3 Develop and pilot a systematic approach for the collection and analysis of online citizen 

commentary for use in policy decision-making and communication ....................................... 406 

8.1.4 Evaluate the usefulness of the Systematic Approach and its findings for use in policy 

decision-making and communication ....................................................................................... 409 

8.2 Contributions ............................................................................................................................ 411 

8.2.1 Theoretical Contributions ................................................................................................ 411 

8.2.2 Methodological Contributions ......................................................................................... 413 

8.2.3 Practical Contributions .................................................................................................... 415 

8.3 Limitations ................................................................................................................................. 419 

8.3.1 COVID 19 .......................................................................................................................... 420 

8.3.2 Application of Systematic Approach to single policy area............................................... 421 

8.4 Future Research ........................................................................................................................ 422 

8.4.1 Application of the Systematic Approach to new policy contexts .................................... 422 

8.4.2 Enhancing the Systematic Approach and its ability to collect and analyse multimodal 

online citizen commentary ....................................................................................................... 423 

8.5 Summary of conclusion ............................................................................................................. 425 

References .......................................................................................................................................... 427 

Appendix 1. Systematic Mapping Study – Research Stages ............................................................... 445 

Appendix 2. Systematic Mapping Study – Findings ............................................................................ 448 

Appendix 3. Systematic Mapping Study – Full list of studies .............................................................. 459 

Appendix 4. Netnographic research techniques for identifying appropriate data sources ............... 463 

Appendix 5. Proactive investigation – Full topic list ........................................................................... 468 

Appendix 6. Proactive investigation – Full list of understanding/misunderstand sub-codes and their 

definitions ........................................................................................................................................... 470 

Appendix 7. Reactive investigation – Full topic list ............................................................................. 475 

Appendix 8. Reactive investigation – Full list of understanding/misunderstanding sub-codes and their 

definitions ........................................................................................................................................... 476 

 

 

 

 



8 
 

 

Certificate of Authorship  

I hereby declare that this submission is my own work and that, to the best of my 

knowledge and belief, it contains no material previously published or written by another 

person nor material which to a substantial extent has been accepted for the award of any 

other degree or diploma at any educational institution, except where due acknowledgment 

is made in the thesis. Any contribution made to the research by colleagues with whom I have 

worked at Charles Sturt University or elsewhere during my candidature is fully acknowledged. 

I agree that this thesis be accessible for the purpose of study and research in 

accordance with the normal conditions established by the Executive Director, Division of 

Library Services or nominee, for the care, loan and reproduction of theses. 

I certify that appropriate ethics and other compliance approvals have been sought 

where required and the ethics approval number is H18239. 

 

Kane Callaghan  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



9 
 

Acknowledgement of Assistance 

 This PhD dissertation received support and assistance from a range of bodies.  

The researcher was provided assistance from four main bodies: 

 Charles Sturt University Faculty of Arts and Education 

 Charles Sturt University Faculty of Business, Justice and Behavioural Sciences 

 The New South Wales Department of Primary Industries (Shark Management 

Program) 

 The Institute for Land, Water and Society at Charles Sturt University 

I would like to thank each of these groups for their ongoing support throughout my 

candidature. Thank you for making this research possible.  

Professional editorial assistance  

 This PhD dissertation has received professional editorial assistance by Dr Amanda C 

Niehaus in line with Charles Sturt University thesis requirements. Thesis requirement 57 

states: 

“Professional editing of a candidate’s thesis must be limited to formatting, 

grammar and style (Australian Standards for Editing Practice (ASEP) standards D 

– Language and Illustrations, and E – Completeness and Consistency). The editor 

must not alter or improve the substantive content or conceptual organisation of 

the thesis. Where a professional editor provides advice to a candidate on matters 

of structure (ASEP Standard C – Substance and Structure), they must give 

examples only” 

Researcher Note 

A paper “Policy insight through social and online media: A systematic mapping of 

qualitative passive citizensourcing studies” based on the mapping study detailed in Chapter 5 

has been peer-reviewed and published in The Journal of Social Media in Society Volume 10 

No. 2. The paper was written with a level of advice and input that is customary from 

supervisors in such publications. I will be first author, my three supervisors will be co-authors.  

 



10 
 

Acknowledgements  

This PhD dissertation would not have been possible without the support, 

understanding, and care of many friends, family, and colleagues. I am eternally grateful for 

the way that these individuals guided and nurtured me over the years. 

First, thanks must be given to the New South Wales Department of Primary Industries 

Shark Management Program, without whom this research would not have been possible. The 

team at the DPI were incredibly generous and hospitable with their time and knowledge, 

always making me feel welcomed and showing continued interest in the progress of my 

research. There financial assistance made this research a reality, and allowed me to pursue 

an important and timely research area that I hope will be of value and utility to their team for 

years to come. Thank you for trusting and believing in my work. 

Thank you to my Bathurst family, to Pete, Bernie, Max, Henry, Joe and Bonnie and 

Monnie. You welcomed Paria and me into your home with open arms, and created such a 

warm environment for us that I miss dearly now that we no longer live close by. I know that 

your family will be our life-long friends, and I feel privileged to have shared such a relationship 

with you all. Pete, your help and support over the years went far beyond the academic, and 

it is difficult to articulate the impact you have had on my growth as a person. The multiple 

road trips, Friday dinners, and lunch discussions were highlights of my time in Bathurst, and I 

am forever thankful for your generosity. 

Dr Michael Mehmet, your expansive knowledge, insatiable hunger to learn more, and 

your ability to find connections between the most seemingly disparate of concepts and 

domains is something I hope to replicate in my work. You cultivated an atmosphere of genuine 

curiosity to understand the why of human behaviour and thinking, and your guidance was 

passionate and clear. You enabled me to stay on task, while also encouraging me to explore 

new concepts and ideas from different fields. Thank you. 

Dr Belinda Curley, you enabled this thesis to remain grounded and practical. Your 

supervision, including our many impromptu phone calls, helped me navigate some of the 

most difficult stretches of my candidature. You always reminded me of the end goal, and 

helped me to see the bigger picture in all of this. You helped me to see the real world impact 



11 
 

and importance of what I was doing. Thank you for your commitment and continued belief in 

me and my ability. I look forward to being able to work together into the future.  

To Mum and Andy, and Dad and Karen. Thank you all for your support across my years 

in Bathurst, from my early days as an undergrad through to my final years. Thank you for 

making it known there was always a meal and bed whenever I returned to Sydney. It would 

not have been possible to commit myself to such an endeavour without knowing your support 

was only a phone call or drive across the mountains away. You all listened with genuine 

intrigue as I rattled on about my new found interest or passion for a topic over the course of 

my studies, and always encouraged me to continue learning and studying. I hope I have made 

you all proud.  

To my many friends who, although thinking I was a bit nuts, supported me in this long 

and challenging task. Special thank you to Harry, for all the advice over the years and for your 

ability to ask genuine and critical questions that challenge my assumptions and beliefs. To 

Jordie, for all the morning coffees in Glebe and visits to Bathurst. You played a large role in 

me deciding to do this, thank you for helping me grow academically. And to Chris Daly, for 

repeatedly helping me imagine the feeling of having finally submitted. You always provided a 

genuinely curious pair of ears to listen to me rave on about the most recent chapter or piece 

of research.  

And finally to my forever patient, encouraging and sympathetic partner Paria. You 

were a huge part of this journey, and have been by my side from the beginning. You witnessed 

the work that went into this, none of which would have been possible without your love. You 

provided me with the energy and strength to push through, especially during the longer 

months of lockdown. Thank you for the emotional, physical, and dietary support throughout 

this endeavour. I promise to cook more once this is all done! 

 

 

 

 



12 
 

Ethics Approval  

 Research contained in this thesis received ethics approval from the Charles Sturt 

University Human Research Ethics Committee in accordance with the National Health and 

Medical Research Council’s National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research 

(National Statement).  

Protocol Number: H18239 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



13 
 

List of Tables 
 

Table 2.1 - Social media: logic and digital architectures ....................................................................... 41 

Table 2.2 - Research studies, objectives, and questions ...................................................................... 77 

Table 3.1 - Study 1: Objective, research question, and sub-questions ................................................. 93 

Table 3.2 - Study 2a: Objective, research question, and sub-questions ............................................... 95 

Table 3.3 - Study 2b: Objective, research question, and sub-questions............................................... 97 

Table 3.4 - Study 3: Objective, research question, and sub-questions ................................................. 99 

Table 4.1 - Provisional Coding List ...................................................................................................... 119 

Table 4.2 - Categories of useful citizen thinking ................................................................................. 173 

Table 5.5 - Recommendations for addressing ethical considerations of online research .................. 196 

Table 5.6 - Stage 1 - Determining your inquiry scope and relevant publics ....................................... 201 

Table 5.7 - Stage 2 - Identifying and justifying data sources .............................................................. 204 

Table 5.8 - Stage 3 - Addressing ethical considerations ..................................................................... 205 

Table 5.9 - Stage 4 - Collecting data .................................................................................................... 207 

Table 5.10 - Stage 5 - Analysing data .................................................................................................. 211 

Table 5.11 - Stage 6 - Reporting findings ............................................................................................ 212 

Table 6.1 - Proactive policy case: inquiry scope and relevant publics ................................................ 220 

Table 6.2 - Reactive policy case: inquiry scope and relevant publics ................................................. 222 

Table 6.4 - News media outlets selected for Facebook searching...................................................... 233 

Table 6.5 - Breakdown of posts selected from Facebook news media pages for proactive 

investigation ........................................................................................................................................ 237 

Table 6.6 - Proactive investigation ethical considerations ................................................................. 240 

Table 6.7 - Article and comment count for Google News data sources ............................................. 242 

Table 6.8 - Post and comment count for Facebook news media outlets ........................................... 246 

Table 6.9 - Comment count for each data source (Google News, Facebook, YouTube) .................... 247 

Table 6.10 - Quantity of data during data cleaning stages of proactive investigation ....................... 249 

Table 6.11 - Comment count for topic list of proactive investigation ................................................ 255 



14 
 

Table 6.12 – Proactive attitude sub-codes and definitions ................................................................ 257 

Table 6.13 - Attitude count for select proactive topics ...................................................................... 258 

Table 6.14 – Proactive value sub-codes and definitions ..................................................................... 260 

Table 6.15 – Proactive lived reality sub-codes and definitions .......................................................... 282 

Table 6.16 - Reactive investigation: inquiry scope and relevant public with provisional information 

categories ............................................................................................................................................ 291 

Table 6.17 - Reactive investigation Facebook news media outlets .................................................... 295 

Table 6.18 - Breakdown of posts from each news media outlet for reactive investigation ............... 295 

Table 6.19 - Comments provided by Facebook news media outlets .................................................. 298 

Table 6.20 - Quantity of data during data cleaning stages for reactive investigation ........................ 299 

Table 6.21 - Topic list and comment count for reactive investigation ............................................... 302 

Table 6.22 – Reactive attitude sub-codes and definitions .................................................................. 304 

Table 6.23 - Attitude count for select reactive topics......................................................................... 304 

Table 6.24 – Reactive value sub-codes and definitions ...................................................................... 306 

Table 6.25 - Reactive lived reality sub-codes and descriptions .......................................................... 317 

Table 7.1 - NSW Government Program evaluation categories ........................................................... 345 

Table 7.2 - Loukis et al. (2017) Multi-perspective evaluative framework .......................................... 347 

Table 7.3 - Hybrid evaluative framework............................................................................................ 351 

Table 7.4 - Online discussion group question list ............................................................................... 360 

Table 7.5 – Evaluating the usefulness of the findings: Insights, implications, and suggested actions

 ............................................................................................................................................................ 374 

Table 7.6 – Identified advantages and disadvantages of the Systematic Approach .......................... 381 

Table 7.7 - Evaluating the usefulness of the Systematic Approach: Insights, implications, and 

suggested actions ................................................................................................................................ 389 

Table 7.8 - Characteristics of policy topics suited to use of a qualitative passive systematic approach

 ............................................................................................................................................................ 395 

Table 7.9 - Exemplifying characterisation with drought policy in NSW .............................................. 396 

 

 



15 
 

List of Figures 
 

Figure 1.1 - Sequential research design ................................................................................................ 26 

Figure 4.1 - Study 1 position within research design .......................................................................... 106 

Figure 5.1 - Study 2 Part A position within research design ............................................................... 181 

Figure 5.5 - Six stage Systematic Approach ........................................................................................ 200 

Figure 6.1 - Google news search 'Sydney shark nets' ......................................................................... 226 

Figure 6.2 - Comment section under news article example (Daily Mail Australia)............................. 227 

Figure 6.3 - Selection criteria for Google news articles ...................................................................... 229 

Figure 6.4 - Facebook search function and result filter ...................................................................... 230 

Figure 6.5 - Searching for news media outlets in Facebook ............................................................... 235 

Figure 6.6 - Selecting 'Posts' and searching in news media outlet Facebook page ............................ 236 

Figure 6.7 - YouTube search function ................................................................................................. 239 

Figure 6.8 - Google news comment data Excel spreadsheet .............................................................. 242 

Figure 6.9 – Facebook data extraction example ................................................................................. 243 

Figure 6.10 - Selecting specific post from search results on news media outlet Facebook page ...... 244 

Figure 6.11 - Advanced settings option for selected Facebook post .................................................. 245 

Figure 6.12 – Extracting the URL of Facebook post ............................................................................ 245 

Figure 6.13 - Application of topic and codes to comment data ......................................................... 251 

Figure 6.14 - Application of shorthand coding to comment data ....................................................... 252 

Figure 6.15 - Application of shorthand coding to comment with multiple topics .............................. 252 

Figure 6.16 – Values associated with topic ‘shark management’ ....................................................... 263 

Figure 6.17 – Values associated with topic ‘shark mesh nets’............................................................ 264 

Figure 6.18 – Values associated with topic ‘drones’ ........................................................................... 267 

Figure 6.19 - Values associated with topic 'SMART drumlines' .......................................................... 269 

Figure 6.20 - Understandings associated with topic 'drones' ............................................................. 277 

Figure 6.21 - Understandings associated with topic 'SMART drumlines' ........................................... 279 

file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528016
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528017
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528018
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528020
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528021
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528022
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528023
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528024
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528025
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528027
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528028
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528029
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528030
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528031
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528032
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528033
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528034
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528035
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528037
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528038
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528039
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528040


16 
 

Figure 6.22 - Lived realities associated with topic 'shark mesh nets' ................................................. 282 

Figure 6.23 - Summary of proactive investigation key topics ............................................................. 286 

Figure 6.24 - Reactive investigation google news search process ...................................................... 293 

Figure 6.25 - Values associated with topic 'victim' ............................................................................. 307 

Figure 6.26 - Understandings associated with topic 'victim' .............................................................. 310 

Figure 6.27 - Understandings associated with topic 'incident beach' ................................................ 312 

Figure 6.28 - Lived realities associated with topic 'incident beach' .................................................... 319 

Figure 6.29 - Lived realities associated with topic 'beach and ocean use' ......................................... 320 

Figure 7.1 - Study 3 position within research design .......................................................................... 339 

Figure 7.2 - Still image from online focus group video presentation 1 .............................................. 358 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528041
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528042
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528043
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528044
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528045
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528046
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528047
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528048
file:///D:/Users/kcalla08/Google%20Drive/Ph.D/Examination/KLJ%20Callaghan%2011497483%20Thesis%20Revised.docx%23_Toc94528049


17 
 

Abstract  
 

Advances in digital technology and the proliferation of social and online media 

platforms have transformed the relationship between governments and their citizens, and 

have forced governments to rethink how they engage citizens in processes of public policy 

decision-making. Citizens who have experience with the collaborative and participatory 

features of online platforms increasingly expect that they will be treated as partners in policy-

making, and that their values, concerns, and interests will inform decision-making. 

Meanwhile, many governments now acknowledge that robust public policy relies not solely 

on expert insights and technical advice, but on accessing and understanding citizen thinking 

expressed online.  

Much previous work on developing approaches to collecting and analysing such online 

citizen commentary has tended toward automated quantification of comment data, and the 

active solicitation of citizen feedback through government run pages and calls for input like 

that used in traditional crowdsourcing. There has been less development, however, of manual 

qualitative approaches, or those that seek to passively collect comment data which has been 

freely generated by citizens online without direct government stimulation. Where examples 

of this latter underdeveloped group exist, they are limited by their use of highly technical 

language aimed at expert and academic audiences, and their minimal engagement with the 

information needs of public policy-makers.  

This thesis aimed to build on current approaches to collecting and analysing online 

citizen commentary found in social and online media platforms while addressing these 

identified limitations. To do so, it used a qualitative multi-method research approach 

consisting of three studies.  

The first study used semi-structured interviews with public policy-makers and 

strategic communication experts to understand why and how decisions are made, and to 

categorise their information needs. It identified a distinction between decisions that arise 

proactively and reactively and their respective information needs. It also found four 

categories of citizen thinking desired by decision makers, including citizens’ attitudes, values, 

understandings and misunderstanding of policies, and the lived realities of those impacted by 

policy decisions.  
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To capture these information needs, the second study developed and piloted a six 

stage Systematic Approach to analysing social media commentary in ways that would help to 

meet the policy-making information needs identified in Study One. The six stages of the 

approach are: (1) Determine inquiry scope and relevant public, (2) Identify and justify data 

sources, (3) Address ethical considerations, (4) Collect data, (5) Analyse data, and (6) Report 

findings. The development of this system was guided by the need to account for proactive 

and reactive decision-making contexts, mapping of previous research using passively sourced 

comment data to understand policy topics, and Kozinets’ netnographic research techniques 

(2010, 2015, 2019).  

The Systematic Approach was piloted using two cases of policy interest in NSW, 

Australia, both centred on the highly contentious area of shark bite mitigation. These two 

pilot studies demonstrated the application of the Systematic Approach, and produced 

nuanced in-depth insight into the categories of citizen thinking identified as vital pieces of 

policy-making information.  

The final study returned to the policy and communication experts and used a novel 

evaluative framework that incorporated dimensions of effectiveness, and usefulness, to 

determine the utility of the Systematic Approach to policy-making generally, and to policy-

making information needs specifically. The systematic approach was found to be highly 

compatible with existing processes used in government for listening to citizens, allowed for 

the public to contribute to policy discussions in ways less constrained than traditional 

methods like town hall meetings or focus groups, and produced nuanced insight into the 

public thinking useful for decision-making on topics that are sensitive, involve major financial 

investment, or include communities that are geographically dispersed.  

This thesis makes important contributions to the field of policy-making by categorising 

the information needs of policy decision-makers, and designing a novel systematic method to 

identify, collect, and analyse these information categories from social and online media. 

Importantly, it also characterises the types of policy problems well suited to the use of a 

systematic approach to social media monitoring.  
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Chapter One: Introduction  
 

1.1 Introduction  

“Our home is girt by sea” proclaims the Australian national anthem—and around 85% 

of Australians live within 50 kilometres of the ocean and use the nation’s beaches regularly 

for surfing, swimming, and fishing (Clark & Johnston, 2016). However, these activities increase 

participants’ risk of interacting with potentially harmful marine life such as sharks, compelling 

marine authorities nationwide to improve beach-goer safety even as they reduce harm to 

marine life. In 2015, a series of highly-publicised shark encounters occurred in New South 

Wales (NSW), catalysing the state government to invest $16 million into the NSW Shark 

Mitigation Strategy.  An important component of the research funded under the Strategy was 

to explore and understand community thinking about shark management related issues, 

including public preferences, understanding and acceptance of specific mitigation measures. 

This thesis is the result of some of the funding dedicated to community research. Specifically, 

this thesis reports one such approach to understanding community thinking in NSW about 

shark management – a novel approach which is developed, piloted, and evaluated in the 

following chapters.  

 Without input and acceptance by the public, even sound policies can fail. For this 

reason, policy-makers are unlikely to adopt new measures based solely on expert or scientific 

recommendations if they (the policy-makers) feel out of touch with community thinking. For 

example, a study in Western Australia found that policy-maker responses were strongly 

associated with public pressure around shark policy but not media discourse (McCagh, 

Sneddon, & Blache, 2015). Policy-makers working on shark policy at the time were explicit 
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that community support and acceptance was integral to good policy, and that “science alone 

will not provide the basis for the development of public policy” (McCagh et al., 2015, p. 272). 

1.2 Rationale 

Although public pressure remains key to the development of policy, the relationship between 

policy-makers and the communities they represent has changed substantially over recent 

decades. At the turn of the 20th century, public policy was defined by rules or legislation 

created by a technocratic bureaucracy and handed down to waiting ‘recipients’: namely, the 

general public (Nakamura & Smallwood, 1980). In this arrangement, citizens featured 

minimally in policy-making processes and, instead, the agenda-setting and policy formation 

responsibilities remained in the hands of government and specialist institutions (e.g., federal 

and state departments, agencies, and specialist lobbying groups). However, policy-making 

changed in the 1980s, when mass quantification and measurement—often in the form of 

polling—was used to gauge general public acceptance of policy options and broader concerns 

(Parsons, 1995). Polling, in addition to face-to-face methods, such as focus groups, written 

submissions, and town-hall style meetings, has enabled more inclusive policy processes that 

“demand connection between decision makers and the views of those affected by policy” 

(Althaus, Bridgman, & Davis, 2018, p. 30).  

As Althaus et al. (2018) observe in their Australian Policy Handbook, good policies in 

the 21st century are often assessed “for their emotive fit as much as—and often rather than—

criteria of logic, consistency, intellectual rigour or political coherence” (p. 14). Today, policy-

makers in multiple policy areas and national contexts have much to gain by developing 

sensitivity to and understanding of community “interests, values, short and long term 

objectives, ideologies, and particular norms” (Sjölander-Lindqvist, Johansson, & Sandström, 
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2015, p. 181). As Simmons and Mehmet (2018) note, insight into complexity and different 

perspectives of the public can “enable decision-makers to develop and justify policy decisions 

more comprehensively, and improve mutual authority/community understanding and 

support” (p. 112).  

Advances in digital technology, including social and online media platforms, have 

opened up even broader avenues through which governments can talk to, and hear from, 

their constituents. Policy-makers and researchers now have at their disposal a cultural and 

informational repository afforded by a digitised public sphere. This transformation allows 

research into citizen perspectives on policy matters to be undertaken “more extensively and 

intensively at a lower cost, reaching easily wider and more diverse geographically dispersed 

groups of citizens” (Loukis & Charalabidis, 2015, p. 263). Furthermore, social and online media 

platforms offer an abundance of data, often generated freely by the public speaking naturally 

about issues that they consider important.  

The advantages available to researchers and policymakers who can utilise these 

abundant data are significant, prompting the development of new methods of collecting and 

analysing social media data. These developments include a growing body of literature called 

‘citizensourcing’ – in which researchers routinely use social and online media platforms to 

understand citizen thinking about important policy matters. As the following section details, 

current approaches to citizensourcing provide a number of useful functions and benefits to 

users. They are also, however, limited on two fronts: their unrefined engagement with the 

information needs of policy-makers, and their predominate and/or exclusive reliance on 

quantitative methods of data analysis. 
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1.3 Current approaches  

By systematically monitoring social and online media platforms, policy-makers can 

obtain insight into citizen thinking, including polarities of sentiment items expressed by 

citizens (e.g., positive, neutral, and negative). Previous research demonstrates a desire for 

information that communicates the multiple perspectives, values, problem framing, and 

experiences of citizens impacted by policy decisions (Marshall et al., 2017; McNie, Parris, & 

Sarewitz, 2016). To this end, social and online analytical methods can be used to automatically 

generate summaries of topic models, opinion and argument clusters, and sentiment analysis 

using large written data sets of text, especially written verbal texts. This doctoral project 

explores the specific forms of information and evidence required by policy-makers when 

tasked with making complex decisions, knowing that information needs can alter depending 

on the context and timing of a decision and that statistical and policy significance should not 

be confused (Vaughan & Buss, 1998).  

Currently, social and online media analyses are often quantitative. While these 

approaches can be automated and are capable of processing large data sets, they tend to 

reduce citizen thinking to polarities. This reduces the capacity of the data to provide nuanced 

insight into the experiences of citizens as communicated in their own words. Given that one 

of the stated benefits of social media data is its ability to provide access to the raw and 

unrestrained contributions of the public, the lack of qualitative analysis seems to neglect the 

expressed information needs of policy-makers.  

The following section focuses on the significance of this doctoral project, including its 

theoretical, methodological, and substantive contributions.  
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1.4 Significance of research  

Across the western world, the public trust of governments is currently at record lows 

(Edelman, 2018), and voters are apathetic about traditional engagement processes (McNutt, 

2014). A number of scholars and public policy practitioners are optimistic about the use of 

digital technologies to combat these trends (Charalabidis, Loukis, Androutsopoulou, 

Karkaletsis & Triantafilloui, 2014; Loukis, 2018; Medaglia & Zhu, 2017; Simmons & Mehmet, 

2018). However, studies indicate that governmental use of social media is often more akin to 

one-way organisational messaging than any form of citizen engagement, and that 

governments are not using these technologies to understand their constituents 

(Landsbergen, 2011; Macnamara, 2016b). As Medaglia and Zheng (2017) find in their analysis 

of government social media use, most content is “aimed at self-promotion and marketing, 

rather than increasing transparency, participation, and service delivery” (p. 502).  

To address these fundamental issues in policy-making and citizensourcing, this 

doctoral research project asks— how can online citizen commentary be systematically 

collected and analysed to inform policy decision-making and communication?. To achieve 

this, the thesis: 

(a) shows how features of the social and political present indicate a need for greater policy-

maker understanding of community/citizen thinking regarding public policy matters; 

(b)  highlights the potential benefits to policy-makers of hearing from community/citizens 

who may not normally be heard; 

(c) explains a range of potential benefits to policy-makers arising from qualitative 

understandings of online citizen commentary; 
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(d) shows how contemporary approaches to collecting and using social and online media for 

understanding community/citizen thinking are not currently appropriate to the 

information needs of policy-makers; and, in response to this lack, 

(e) develops and pilots a system that can be applied practically in real-world policy-making, 

with elements that are transferable across policy domains and matters .  

In these ways, the thesis extends scholarly understandings of citizensourcing to 

include both qualitative and passive dimensions, and establishes criteria for including the 

needs of policy-makers and systems. It reports and explains several stages of the 

development of a systematic approach to collecting and analysing social media data, including 

interviews with policy experts to determine their needs, a review of the use of social media 

data as reported in peer reviewed journals, and analysis of alternative approaches.  

Most importantly, the thesis project documents a step-by-step process (‘the 

Systematic Approach’) that policy-makers can use to identify and justify the inclusion of online 

data sources, address ethical considerations unique to online research, collect online data, 

and analyse and report findings. The Systematic Approach is then trialled using online citizen 

commentary pertaining to two cases of shark management in NSW, and evaluated using the 

reflections of policy-makers on the extent and ways the approach does and does not meet 

their policy-making needs. 

1.5 Structure of the thesis   
 

Three studies are presented and described within this thesis. The scope and shape of 

the research was designed so that each study builds sequentially on the one preceding. The 

project first gains an understanding of the information needs of policy-makers, then develops 

and tests a system for the collection and qualitative analysis of this information from social 
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and online media platforms, before listening to policy-makers’ evaluations of the developed 

and tested system. In this way, the project intentionally begins and ends with the needs of 

policy-makers, as illustrated in Figure 1.1 below. Variations of Figure 1.1 are used throughout 

the thesis to illustrate where individual research projects are situated relative to those prior 

and proceeding. 

The doctoral project addresses key methodological and practical dimensions of policy 

decision making and the use of social and online media to develop insight into citizen thinking 

about policy matters.  

 

Chapter 2 (Literature review) examines transformations in the relationship between 

citizens and policy-makers, and details how advances in digital technologies have given rise 

Interviews with 
policy decision 

makers to identify 
needs

Review of current 
literature to identify 

best practice and 
areas for 

improvement

Develop Systematic 
Approach with 

multiple influences

Piloting, recording, 
and reflecting on 

Systematic 
Approach with real 

policy cases

Evaluating 
usefulness of 

Systematic 
Approach by 

returning back to 
polciy decision 

makers

Figure 1.1 - Sequential research design 
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to a distinct set of citizen expectations concerning their role in decision-making processes. It 

also documents how these advances have made governments and scholars optimistic that, 

by including more and more-diverse voices in decision-making, policies will become more 

robust and informed. However, other evidence indicates that governments are using social 

and online media platforms predominately to broadcast one-way organisational messages 

rather than using media data to understand citizens’ views and improve policy. This chapter 

reviews contemporary approaches that use digital technologies to gain insight into citizens’ 

perspectives on policy and identifies the emerging field of passive citizensourcing as the main 

focus of the doctoral project. In passive citizensourcing, platforms outside governmental 

control are monitored systematically to observe discussions among citizens about policy 

matters.  

The review reveals two main limitations in current methods: namely, that they engage 

only minimally with the information needs of policy decision-makers in their 

conceptualisation, and that they tend to rely exclusively on quantitative data analyses. 

Therefore, the doctoral project takes a multidisciplinary approach to extend research and 

practice beyond these key limitations, and the research aims, objectives, and rationale are 

explained in the review in detail.  

Chapter 3 (Methodology) positions the research within constructionist and 

interpretivist research paradigms. It outlines how the doctoral project uses research methods 

including problem-centred expert interviewing, a systematic mapping study, and online 

discussion groups, to identify the information needs of policy decision makers, develop and 

pilot an approach to systematically collect and qualitatively analyse relevant data from social 

and online media platforms, and then evaluate the usefulness of the system with policy-

makers to improve use of citizen thinking in important public policy matters. The chapter 
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argues that by focusing on a single qualitative case study, the doctoral project provides a rich, 

bounded system through which to explore comprehensive and complex phenomena. The 

chapter introduces the selected case study—shark management policy in New South Wales, 

Australia—and details the richness of public policy around the case, specifically noting that 

this type of policy issue is a continual and repeated feature in Australian public discourse.  

Chapter 4 (Study 1: Categorising policy-maker information needs) explores how public 

policy and communications experts conceptualise policy decision-making processes, what 

their information needs are relative to the citizens they serve, and what important 

dimensions impact their roles. This first study explicitly addressed a gap identified in the 

literature review—that citizensourcing approaches are often designed with only minimal 

engagement with the needs of policy-makers. Using the problem-centred interviewing 

approach developed by Witzel and Reiter (2012a), Study 1  identified a currently unmet need 

for ‘social evidence’ that provides qualitative insight into citizens’ attitudes toward policy, 

including the values that influence attitude formation, understandings and misunderstanding 

about policy topics, and lived realities that communicate how people’s lives are impacted by 

policy decisions. Study 1 also identified how the need for and use of specific information types 

can vary depending on whether a decision is made proactively or reactively. The insights 

generated by Study 1 regarding these four categories of social evidence (e.g., attitudes, 

values, understanding and misunderstanding, and lived realities), along with insights on how 

decision timing affects information needs, informed the focus of the subsequent study in 

which a systematic approach to collecting and analysing these data was developed and 

piloted (Chapters 5 & 6).  

Chapters 5 and 6 detail the two phases of Study 2. Chapter 5 (Developing an approach 

to systematically collect analyse online citizen commentary – Study 2 Part A) uses a systematic 
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mapping methodology to review previous qualitative research that used social and online 

media platforms to show citizen thinking about policy matters. Specifically, the mapping study 

aimed to identify common procedural steps taken in this form of research, and to understand 

the options available to researchers—with a view to producing a best practice framework. 

The findings of the mapping study were instrumental in the design of the doctoral project’s 

‘Systematic Approach’, and included the need to gather data from multiple source types, 

identifying and justifying data sources through a systematic process, openness to automated 

data extraction software but preparedness for manual extraction, and the need to address 

ethical considerations unique to online research using online citizen commentary. Chapter 5 

used insights from the mapping study to develop a six-step approach to systematically 

collecting and analysing qualitative data from online citizen commentary for use in public 

policy decision making – the ‘Systematic Approach’. These six steps are: (1) determining 

inquiry scope and relevant public; (2) identifying and justifying data sources; (3) addressing 

ethical considerations; (4) collecting data; (5) analysing data, and finally; (6) reporting and 

visualising findings.  

Chapter 6 (Piloting the Systematic Approach with proactive and reactive policy 

decision making case studies – Study 2 Part B) details the second phase of Study 2, in which 

the Systematic Approach is piloted using two policy case studies centred on shark 

management in NSW. These cases were purposefully selected to simulate, as closely as 

possible, realistic proactive and reactive decision-making conditions in which policy-makers 

would conduct their investigations on different timeframes and with divergent information 

needs. Chapter 6 reports that both cases generated unique and nuanced insight into citizen 

thinking, including the four categories of social evidence identified as useful by participants 

in Study 1. Chapter 6 concludes by reflecting on the Systematic Approach post-pilot, noting 
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that the relevance and utility of data sources will vary depending on policy context, and the 

substantial time and labour commitment required to conduct the pilot studies.  

Chapter 7 (Evaluating the Systematic Approach with policy decision makers – Study 3) 

reports the third and final study of the doctoral project. Study 3 was designed to bring the 

project full-circle, returning to policy decision-makers to allow them to evaluate the system 

that had been developed through Chapters 4-6. Due to COVID-19 restrictions, Study 3 was 

conducted online as a presentation and discussion group to gather evaluations from and 

perspectives of senior policy staff from the NSW Public Service. A hybrid evaluative 

framework was developed for this purpose, with careful consideration of the theoretical 

dimensions of citizensourcing and practical elements of policy program evaluations used in 

the Australian government. Participant evaluations described in Chapter 7 reveal widespread 

positivity toward the utility of the Systematic Approach, a high level of compatibility with 

existing government processes used to listen to the public in policy making, and a general 

agreement that the four categories of social evidence captured through online citizen 

commentary results in nuanced insights that are difficult to obtain through traditional 

methods of public engagement.  

Chapter 7 also contributes the first known characterisation of public policy challenges 

well suited to the use of a passive qualitative citizensourcing approach to understand citizen 

thinking. Chapter 7 concludes by offering a number of recommendations to improve future 

applications of the Systematic Approach, including the need to clearly demarcate the 

boundaries and relationships between the social evidence categories, the addition of social 

media platform reactions in data analysis (e.g., likes, dislikes, hearts, angry reacts), and the 

provision of additional platform-level demographic information in the reporting of findings.  
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Finally, in Chapter 8 (Conclusion) the project’s major findings are critically discussed in 

response to the research aim and objectives set out in Chapter 2. This final chapter reflects 

on a number of contributions made by the doctoral project, including the provision of a new 

methodological approach to passive qualitative citizensourcing for policymaking, novel 

insights into the policy area of shark management in NSW, and categorisation of the 

information needs of policy decision-makers related to social evidence of citizen thinking. 

Chapter 8 also reflects on the limitations of the research, including the impact of COVID-19 

on the research process and methodological choices, and the application of the Systematic 

Approach to a single policy area. Chapter 8 concludes by positing a number of future research 

directions to extend this work, such as applying the Systematic Approach to new policy 

contexts with characteristics identified as compatible in Chapter 7 and enhancing the ability 

of the approach to collect and analyse multimodal online citizen commentary such as gifs, 

videos, memes, and images.  

1.6 Introduction Conclusion 

Chapter 1 has introduced the research contained in this thesis. The research is 

significant because it addresses a need for more comprehensive engagement by policy-

makers with the cultural and information repository of community thinking made available 

by digital technologies. Furthermore, the research contributes to contemporary approaches 

using social media to inform policy and communication decision-making by extending their 

capacity to process data through qualitative analysis. This contribution is reinforced through 

direct engagement with policy-makers.  

In Chapter 2, literature is reviewed that details the way that social media has 

transformed the relationship between governments and their citizens, including growing 
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expectations from citizens that decision-makers will engage with them through their 

preferred digital channels. Chapter 2 also highlights a number of discrepancies between the 

optimism for social media’s power to positively impact policy-making and the reality of 

government social media use.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 

 Chapter Two provides a detailed overview of relevant literature, specifically relating 

to digital media, public policy decision-making, and the ways these two domains transform 

and influence one another. Chapter Two identifies and articulates areas in these scholarly 

domains that can benefit from research and development, to provide the thesis with a theory-

informed foundation from which it can develop an appropriate methodological approach for 

the research conducted. Each of the three main sections of Chapter Two reviews a particular 

topic and contextualises it relative to subsequent sections, so that the literature review builds 

as it identifies areas in need of further research.  

 Section 2.1 establishes much of the ground work for the chapter by exploring debates 

around the definition of ‘social media’ and showing how social media breaks from previous 

forms of media through interactivity and a focus on user-generated content. This section also 

suggests how researchers should analyse social and online media platforms as entities, with 

particular attention given to the concept of ‘digital architectures’ (Bossetta, 2018). Section 

2.1.2 reviews research reporting shifts in citizens’ expectations of their governments 

generally, and political and policy decision-making specifically, brought on by advances in 

digital technology and the proliferation and widespread adoption of social media platforms. 

Section 2.1 concludes by exploring the governmental side of the digital transformation 

equation. This discussion focuses on a sense of optimism shared by many in the public sector 

for how these new technologies might improve the relationship between citizens and public 

policy decision-making processes. 

 Section 2.2 provides context to this optimism by detailing the trajectory of 

technological innovations aimed at transforming the government-citizen relationship. In 
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doing so, this section provides an overview of emergent fields such as E-Government and 

recent approaches to data collection such as ‘citizensourcing’. By exploring these innovations, 

Section 2.2 identifies the specific area of passive citizensourcing within the broader literary 

field that this thesis is placed. 

 Section 2.3 moves beyond optimism to critically examine the use of social and online 

media platforms by contemporary governments. This section first questions how seriously 

government policy-makers are taking social media, and whether documented use of these 

platforms reflects stated acknowledgements concerning their transformational potential.  

This critical examination finds that current approaches that use social media for public policy 

decision-making are limited by their highly technical nature, exclusive reliance on quantitative 

automated approaches to data collection and analysis, and lack of consideration of policy-

makers’ information needs.  

 Section 2.4 concludes Chapter 2 by summarising the reviewed literature and clearly 

stating the areas identified as benefiting from research and development. Section 2.4.1 

provides the research aims, objectives, and questions that guide the rest of the doctoral 

project. This section clearly outlines how each research stage and related questions addresses 

the aim of improving the ability of policy decision-makers to access and understand online 

citizen commentary for use in public policy and communication.  

2.1 Social Media: Definitions, changing citizen expectations, and policy optimism 

This section defines and distinguishes social media from other terms that are often 

used interchangeably and details several dimensions that should be considered when 

investigating design features of social media platforms; this helps demarcate the types of 

systems under study. The influence of social media on citizens’ expectations toward 
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governments and policy-makers is then discussed. The section then highlights the optimistic 

outlook held by many scholars that social media are a panacea to the increasing complexity 

of policy decision-making, explores the reasoning for this optimism, and explains a number of 

perceived benefits to increased social media use.  

2.1.1 Defining Social Media 

The entities or processes that constitute ‘social media’ remain contentious among 

scholars (boyd & Ellison, 2007; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2012; Obar & Wildman, 2015; Veerasamy, 

2020) (boyd’s surname remains lowercase at request of the author). Often used 

interchangeably with ‘Web 2.0’, ‘social network(ing) sites’ and ‘computer-mediated 

communication’ (CMC), social media is a distinct yet interrelated concept that has continued 

to evolve with the Internet-based technologies that support it (Obar & Wildman, 2015). 

Nonetheless, it is necessary to be clear about the systems and processes referred to when 

employing the term. It might be sufficient to recognise that Facebook, TikTok, and Instagram 

are all social media, but these platforms all operate in distinct ways, and are employed by 

their users for specific purposes. Furthermore, it is necessary to distinguish between specific 

social media platforms by understanding their “digital architectures” (Bossetta, 2018), and 

the socioeconomic logics that sustain them (van Dijck & Poell, 2013). 

Prior to defining social media, it is necessary to distinguish between two terms often 

used interchangeably, namely the “Internet” and the “World Wide Web” (the web). For the 

purposes of this thesis, the Internet refers to the network infrastructure that connects 

computer systems across the world (Cantoni & Tardini, 2013), while the web refers to the way 

information is accessed over the Internet by transmitting data “using one of the languages 
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‘spoken’ over the internet—namely the HTTP (Hypertext Transfer Protocol)” (Cantoni & 

Tardini, 2013, p. 221).  

New digital platforms and Internet-based technologies change the way people engage 

and interact online, and prompt rapid changes in and reassessments of concepts and 

terminology. In defining platforms like Facebook, MySpace and Bebo, boyd and Ellison (2007) 

characterised them as “social network sites” “that allow individuals to (1) construct a public 

or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom 

they share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made 

by others within the system” (p. 211).  

However, contemporary users of platforms like Facebook or YouTube are likely to rely 

on features neglected by boyd and Ellison (2007) definition, such as sharing content, posting, 

or commenting. In fact, shortly after boyd and Ellison (2007) definition, emphasis began to 

shift from “connections” to content creation and exchange, with other scholars calling these 

platforms “social media” and meaning “a group of internet-based applications that build on 

the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and 

exchange of user-generated content” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2012, p. 101). According to Neal 

(2012), social media platforms are fundamentally based on “people’s ability to post, share 

and view one another’s thoughts, linking to interesting web pages and other online content” 

(p. xxiv). Tooran, Sarkar, and Burgoyne (2019) differentiate social media from traditional 

forms of media by characterising it as structurally ‘participatory and interactive’ (p. 3), going 

so far as to describe them as an “abstract form of infrastructure for communities” (Willems 

& Tooran, 2015, p. 2).   
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To justify their definition, Kapoor et al. (2018) conduct an extensive review of 

literature on social media and social networking published between 1997 and 2017. Kapoor 

et al.’s (2018) comprehensive and functional definition describes social media as:  

“made up of various user-driven platforms that facilitate diffusion of 

compelling content, dialogue creation, and communication to a broader 

audience. It is essentially a digital space created by the people and for the 

people, and provides an environment that is conducive for interactions and 

networking to occur at different levels (for instance, personal, professional, 

business, marketing, political, and societal)” (p. 536) 

The increased attention being paid to the ability of users to perform functions such as 

liking, commenting and sharing is an acknowledgement of the importance of platform 

“affordances”. Platform affordances are understood as “the mutuality of actor intentions and 

technology capabilities that provide the potential for a particular action” (Majchrzak, Faraj, 

Kane, & Azad, 2013, p. 39). In other words, affordances are the digital artefacts present on 

certain platforms that allow users to perform certain actions (e.g., sharing content to other 

users or platforms, going ‘live’ on camera, adding a video/image ‘story’). 

Obar and Wildman (2015) likewise note the significance of platform affordances, 

claiming that “user-generated content is the lifeblood of social media” (p. 746). However, 

they also believe a stable definition of social media will remain elusive, because the speed at 

which technology transforms the functioning of these platforms “challenges our ability to 

define clear-cut boundaries” (Obar & Wildman, 2015, p. 750). For Veerasamy (2020), 

however, it is precisely the lack of clearly defined boundaries that enables the combination 

of “social” and “media”: specifically, social media exist where the boundaries of peer-to-peer 

communication (social) and content-publication (media) merge. In this sense, platforms like 



39 
 

Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram are all social networks of connected individuals, and 

information networks of user-generated content. 

This network of users and information is vast and continuing to expand. In terms of 

user numbers, the top five platforms considered to be in the social media family—Facebook, 

YouTube, Google+, Instagram, and Twitter—would constitute the 1st, 3rd, 4th, 5th and 7th 

most populated countries, respectively (Chaffey, 2018; Mangukiya, 2016). In Australia alone, 

there are an estimated 12 million daily and 15 million monthly users of Facebook, 

representing 60% of the total population (Cowling, 2017). By Facebook’s own estimates, a 

total of 2.5 billion people use at least one of the apps owned by the company (i.e., Facebook, 

Instagram, WhatsApp or Messenger) each month (Solon, 2018a). Furthermore, users are 

involved in creating, exchanging, and consuming huge amounts of information. Each minute, 

users send approximately 456,000 tweets (Hutchinson, 2017); watch 4,146,600 YouTube 

videos (Schultz, 2017); and on Facebook, post 510,000 comments, 293,000 status updates 

and 136,000 photos (Noyes, 2018). Social media have thus impacted—and continue to 

impact—millions of lives. 

While many platforms are owned by the same parent companies (e.g., Facebook and 

Instagram), each possesses unique design features that dictate how information flows 

through it, how and when users may connect with others, and how resulting data is 

monetarised for platform owners. Furthermore, individual platforms can attract billions of 

users with startling speed, but are also prone to mass user-exodus when they are no longer 

deemed ‘cool’ or ‘it’ (Solon, 2018b). Facebook, once considered untouchable, now struggles 

to retain young users and has been referred to as social media’s retirement home (McCarthy, 

2019). Given their propensity to rise and fall in popularity, it is important to understand the 
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design features that characterise social media more broadly, rather than focus on individual 

platforms. 

Social media platforms do not exist simply to facilitate user-to-user communication 

and share content. Consequently, knowledge of how social media platforms function and how 

their designs impact users is vital to understanding how these platforms persist culturally and 

economically. The following section draws from Bossetta’s (2018) concept of “digital 

architectures” and van Dijck and Poell’s (2013) “social media logic” to assist in understanding 

the relationship between platform design and the socioeconomic makeup of social media 

more broadly. First, a brief overview of each set of theorists’ concepts is provided, followed 

by a table outlining core components of their respective models. 

van Dijck and Poell (2013) caution that, while many platforms (e.g., YouTube, Twitter 

and Facebook) promote their networked services “as enablers of human connections” (p. 8), 

they should not be thought of as “neutral channels of data transmission” (p. 10). As platforms 

mature they increasingly function as data firms rather than as benevolent facilitators of user-

to-user communication. Platforms are purposefully designed to enable and direct users to 

interact, scroll, favourite, like, retweet, and up-vote at certain times and in specific “digital” 

locations (van Dijck & Poell, 2013). These design features allow platforms to “deriv[e] their 

business model from their ability to harvest and repurpose [this] data” (van Dijck & Poell, 

2013, p. 9). The principles, mechanisms, and strategies that undergird this process are 

understood by van Dijck and Poell (2013) as “social media logic”, with each platform distinct 

in four design features: programmability, popularity filtering, connectivity, and datafication 

(explored in Table 2.1).  
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Similarly, Bossetta (2018) posits that the structural design of each platform, or 

‘architecture’, “intimately affects human behaviour” (p. 471). These digital architectures, 

described by Bossetta (2018) as “the technical protocols that enable, constrain, and shape 

user behavior in a virtual space” (p. 473), are seldom the topic of scholarly focus. For Bossetta 

(2018) this scholarly inattention is problematic due to the “increasing pluralization and 

fragmentation of the social media landscape” (p. 472). Like van Dijck and Poell (2013), 

Bossetta (2018) also suggests four dimensions of digital architecture across which a platform 

may be taxonomised: network structure, functionality, algorithmic filtering and datafication.  

As shown in Table 2.1, van Dijck and Poell’s (2013) concept of ‘connectivity’ is similar 

to Bossetta’s (2018) ‘network structure’, and both theorists draw attention to datafication as 

important in the design and functioning of social media platforms. Table 2.1 provides a brief 

overview of the core components comprising van Dijck and Poell’s (2013) “social media logic”, 

and Bossetta’s (2018) “digital architecture”. 

Table 2.1 - Social media: logic and digital architectures 

Concept Definition 

Programmability Refers to the ability of a social media platform “to trigger and steer users’ 
creative or communicative contributions, while users, through their 
interaction with these coded environments, may in turn influence the 
flow of communication and information activated by such a platform” 
(van Dijck & Poell, 2013, p. 5). 

Platforms like Twitter and Reddit allow users to post content and steer 
their information streams, while site owners “can tweak their platform’s 
algorithms and interfaces to influence data traffic” (van Dijck & Poell, 
2013, p. 5). 

Popularity Each platform has distinct mechanisms used to boost the popularity of 
people, things and ideas (e.g., See First, Subscribe, Follow, Super-Friend). 

Furthermore, platforms are increasingly interested in “standardizing their 
metrics and making them meaningful in social life outside of their 
platform proper” (van Dijck & Poell, 2013, p. 7). In non-digital social life, 
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platform metrics for popularity are being transplanted to evaluate, 
measure and rank people and ideas (e.g., reporting of Twitter “wars” or 
trending topics in mainstream media). 

Datafication As mentioned at the beginning of this section, many platforms are 
sustained financially through the datafication of user activity, “rather than 
monetizing user activity proper” (van Dijck & Poell, 2013, p. 9).  

Platforms such as Facebook and Twitter render user activities such as 
friendships, likes, comments and trends into data, which is on-sold to 
third parties (mainly advertisers). Platforms are not neutral and 
unmediated entities; they do not objectively “measure” users’ activities, 
but actively shape and mould them. 

Bossetta (2018) notes that whenever users perform a function on a 
platform, they leave digital traces that platforms collect for “corporate 
advertising, market research, or internal refinement of a platform’s 
algorithms by developers” (p. 477). 

Network Structure Network structure refers to the ways platform users can make 
connections between accounts and content (e.g., Facebook & Snapchat = 
Friends, Instagram & Twitter = Followers, LinkedIn = Connections). 

For Bossetta (2018), network structure is comprised of three aspects: (1) 
searchability, i.e., “how a user can identify new accounts and subscribe 
to their content” (p. 475); (2) connectivity, relating to “how connections 
between accounts are initiated and established” (p. 475); and (3) privacy, 
pertaining to users’ ability “to influence who can identify them through 
searches (searchability) as well as how connections interact 
(connectivity)” (p. 475). 

In contrast, van Dijck and Poell (2013) refer only to connectivity in their 
conceptualisation of social media logic—wherein connectivity refers to 
the “socio-technical affordances of networked platforms to connect 
content to user activities and advertisers” (p. 8). Platforms “mediate” 
users’ activities, and the connectivity parameters of each platform map 
how they connect “users to content, users to users, platforms to users, 
users to advertisers, and platforms to platforms” (p. 9). 

Functionality The broadest category of Bossetta’s (2018) framework—functionality— 
refers to: (1) the hardware from which a platform is accessible (e.g., 
tablet, mobile, desktop, smart watch); (2) the graphical user interface 
(GUI), which is “the visual portal through which users access and interact 
with the platform’s features … [dictating] the look of the social medium’s 
home page, how users navigate across different spaces within the 
platform … and the available ‘social buttons’” (2018, p. 476); (3) the 
broadcast feed, how a feed “aggregates, ranks, and displays content on a 
platform in a streamlined manner” (p. 476); (4) supported media, the 
different modalities supported by a platform (e.g., text, images, videos, 
gifs), as well as constraints on size and length of modalities (e.g., character 



43 
 

limits, video lengths); and finally (5) cross platform integration, i.e., the 
user’s “ability to share the same media across several platforms 
simultaneously” (p. 476). 

According to Bossetta (2018), “these five components set the structural 
parameters for content creation and distribution across a platform” (p. 
476). 

Algorithmic 
Filtering 

A platform’s algorithmic filtering refers to how its developers “prioritize 
the selection, sequence, and visibility of posts” (Bossetta, 2018, p. 476). 

Each platform has what is understood as reach, i.e., how far a piece of 
content “naturally” “cascades across a broadcast feed or set of networks” 
(Bossetta, 2018, p. 477).  

While Twitter and Instagram algorithmically broadcast content 
chronologically, sites like Facebook allow users to override algorithmic 
filtering by “offering pay-to-promote services, such as ‘boosting’” 
(Bossetta, 2018, p. 477). Alternatively, a platform like Reddit (and as 
recently trialled by Facebook) determines reach by user-generated 
ranking via up and down voting of other users’ contributions (Constine, 
2018; Salihefendic, 2015). 

Importantly, Bossetta (2018) notes that, when the distribution and 
visibility of content is algorithmically determined, “the coded operations 
implemented by developers have the power to shape users’ shared 
perceptions of culture, news, and politics” (p. 477). 

 

van Dijck and Poell (2013) and Bossetta (2018) differ in how they conceptualise the 

underlying mechanics of social media platforms, but both highlight key dimensions across 

which platforms may be taxonomised. Each of the aforementioned architectural components 

work in unison to dictate the types of content users can engage with, when and how they 

may engage, and how the functions available to users are either promoted or constrained, 

and consequently datafied to sustain the financial base of various platforms. 

For the purposes of this study, then, use of the term “social media” herein refers to 

Internet-based platforms that allow users—who have created a public or semi-public 

profile—to develop bi-directional, uni-directional, and networked connections with other 

users; and to create, exchange and evaluate content, meaning and information shared by 
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other users. The primacy given to the creation, exchange and evaluation of content, meaning 

and information is supported by contemporary literature on social media, and reflects the 

importance of these activities as core platform affordances (Bossetta, 2018; Kaplan & 

Haenlein, 2012; Majchrzak et al., 2013; Neal, 2012) However, social media platforms vary in 

the digital architectures and logic that drive them (Bossetta, 2018; van Dijck & Poell, 2013). 

By acknowledging these differences, research (including this thesis) will demonstrate more 

effectively how communication and information flows, and is directed, through platforms for 

specific purposes. 

Social media having now been defined, the following section details the influence that 

social media have had on citizen expectations of government and policy-maker activity. As 

will be shown, the affordances of many platforms (e.g., instant messaging, commenting, 

sharing, up/down voting) have given rise to a citizenry that demand a level of engagement 

and responsiveness not feasible in the past. 

2.1.2 Citizen Expectations for Social Media Use 

The number of social media platform users is expected to continue increasing 

(Chaffey, 2018). Even where platforms have become obsolete, users have tended to migrate 

to new platforms rather than abandon social media completely (boyd & Ellison, 2007; 

Browne, 2018; Constine, 2017). As users become more proficient on platforms, they begin to 

expect that other people and institutions—including governments and policy-makers—will 

engage with them on these preferred platforms (Bolívar, 2017; Lee & Kwak, 2012; Linders, 

2012; Medaglia & Zheng, 2017) using the same affordances they use with their peers (Frame 

& Brachotte, 2015; Khan, 2017). This section explores how advances in digital technology, 

including social media, have brought about these changes in citizen expectations, i.e., 
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“judgements of what individuals or groups think either will or should happen under particular 

circumstances” (James, 2009, p. 109).   

Frame and Brachotte (2015) start from the assumption that social habits develop “to 

reflect the changing media landscape” (p. 1). Social media provide citizens with access to 

multiple sources of information concerning issues they deem important; therefore, many 

people now assume that government agencies and policy-makers will likewise make 

information readily available on these same platforms (Frame & Brachotte, 2015). Rather 

than having to visit a government website, or contact a policy-maker through an official 

platform, citizens expect seamless communication channels embedded within the platforms 

they already inhabit. Furthermore, as citizens grow accustomed to the affordance of instant 

direct messaging on platforms such as Facebook and Instagram, they expect government 

agencies will also be readily available on these terms (i.e., instantly, directly and on their 

preferred platforms) (Frame & Brachotte, 2015). 

Omar, Stockdale, and Scheepers (2014) similarly observe that as citizens use new 

platforms, they assume “that government will engage with them using the same channels” 

(p. 666). This also applies to timelines. Macnamara (2015) notes that 

[p]rior to social media, most of the government departments and agencies 

… operated on the basis of a 20-day turnaround for correspondence … all 

agreed that this policy is no longer acceptable to most people … [and] a 

number of government organizations and companies are moving to 24-hour 

response times via social media. (p. 169) 

Citizens also now expect increased procedural transparency around government and 

policy-making (Bolívar, 2017; Evans & Campos, 2013; Khan, 2017). They demand “swift 

dissemination of information and decision outcomes” (Omar et al., 2014, p. 669) and “free 

unrestricted access to government structured data and information” (Khan, 2017, p. 59). 
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Evans and Campos (2013) also subscribe to this claim, suggesting that “the rise of Web 2.0 

technologies and social media, which facilitate social interaction” (p. 173), is associated with 

an accelerated impetus for government “to fulfil the goals of transparency” (p. 173). In these 

contexts, transparency may involve access to the information used by government or policy-

makers to inform their decision-making or transparency of the actual processes behind policy-

making (Bolívar, 2017; Omar et al., 2014). 

In fact, citizens now expect direct involvement in policy decision-making processes 

(Aitamurto, Landemore, & Galli, 2017; Linders, 2012; Mainka, Hartmann, Stock, & Peters, 

2015). Longo (2017), for example, explores “how social and political change resulting from 

new technology is challenging long-held assumptions about government-led engagement” (p. 

518). Longo (2017) notes that traditional methods of citizen engagement (e.g., town hall 

meetings and focus groups) are limited in location, timing, and space. These limitations, 

coupled with recent technological advancements, such as instant messaging and online 

deliberative decision-making, have prompted new innovative approaches to engagement and 

transformed citizens’ expectations of their governments. Longo (2017) articulates a 

connection between the tools that have given citizens a stronger voice and the citizens’ 

expectations that they should be heard, but observe that “engagement in the digital era is 

not equivalent to traditional engagement using digital tools” (p. 530). Citizens now expect 

that governments will enable them to contribute to decision-making processes in ways “that 

are more robust than occasional voting” (Longo, 2017, p. 520).  

Technological advancement thus brings a host of new tools to governments and 

citizens alike, but also alters expectations and places additional responsibility on policy-

makers. Citizens today want to become policy “makers and shapers rather than users and 
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choosers” (Ferro, Loukis, Charalabidis, & Osella, 2013, p. 360). When they engage with policy-

makers, they expect to be treated “not as customers but as partners” (Linders, 2012, p. 446)—

a move that represents “a reinterpretation of the role of the government – and with it the 

responsibilities of the citizen” (p. 451). With instant messaging and video, online polling, 

crowdsourced and collaborative documents, it has never been easier “for citizens to be 

involved with the substance of policy-making” (Janssen & Helbig, 2018, p. 1). Janssen and 

Helbig (2018), however, are careful not to suggest a purely technologically deterministic 

analyses of these recent transformations in citizen-government relations. Instead, the new 

relationship is a ‘socio-technical’ one, in which “policy-making is influenced by individuals, 

who create policy-making processes and interactions, and use technological tools, creating a 

dialectical relationship between policy-making and persons” (Janssen & Helbig, 2018, p. 2).  

In a study of citizen motivations for engaging in online policy projects, Aitamurto et al. 

(2017) finds that European citizens demand increased participation as an “attempt to make a 

difference, enabling them to pursue the change they want to see in the world” (p. 1256). The 

authors posit that when citizens engage in policy-making processes, such as defining 

problems, gathering data, developing options, or implementing solutions, it provokes a 

feeling “of having greater societal influence than with voting” (Aitamurto et al., 2017, p. 

1256). Ortiz et al. (2019) argue that social and new media increase the range of citizens who 

can participate, “provid[ing] a platform for surfacing points of view that would otherwise be 

invisible, silenced, or squelched in general debate” (p. 21), in contrast with traditional media 

that “downplay marginalized people’s grievances and needs and instead focus on content for 

dominant or popular groups” (p. 21). Ortiz et al. (2019) move beyond theoretical optimism by 

providing material examples of digital technologies ‘giving voice to the voiceless’. One such 

example relates to the use of social media by marginalized Indigenous Americans protesting 
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against the Dakota Access Pipeline, in which activists successfully used social media by “1) 

raising awareness and engagement, 2) framing arguments, 3) engaging with mass media, 4) 

organizing and mobilizing protest and occupation, and 4) obtaining resources” (Ortiz et al., 

2019).  

The literature detailed so far in Section 2.1 has defined social media as a set of 

Internet-based platforms that allow users to develop bi-directional, uni-directional, and 

network connections with other users, and to create, exchange, and evaluate content, 

meaning, and information shared by their connections. Social media gives users the ability to 

share policy-related content, connect with other users directly and instantly, and provides 

easy access to a diverse range of information sources, albeit through varying digital 

architectures (Bossetta, 2018; Frame & Brachotte, 2015; Neal, 2012; Obar & Wildman, 2015). 

As they become increasingly proficient with these platforms, citizens expect policy-makers 

will do the same. Citizens are demanding policy-makers meet them on their preferred 

platforms, provide quick and simple access to policy-related information, and open up policy-

making processes in a way that treats them as partners and active contributors (Aitamurto et 

al., 2017; Linders, 2012; Omar et al., 2014). 

Not living up to these expectations may have dire consequences for governments. 

Across the Western world, citizens’ trust in governments is at record lows (Edelman, 2018), 

citizen interest and political knowledge has diminished (Macnamara, 2010), and, alarmingly, 

fewer people are voting in elections (Solijonov, 2016; The World Bank, 2017). McNutt (2014) 

warns of impending “voter apathy, falling levels of civic engagement, suspicion of political 

leadership and discontent with traditional modes of engagement” (p. 56). To combat these 

trends, many scholars and policy practitioners have spoken optimistically about the use of 

social media for informing policy-making (Charalabidis et al., 2014; Kavanaugh et al., 2012; 
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Koussouris, Lampathaki, Kokkinakos, Askounis, & Misuraca, 2015; Loukis, Charalabidis, & 

Androutsopoulou, 2017; Loukis, 2018; Medaglia & Zhu, 2017) The following section focuses 

on the policy-maker and government side of this equation, and discusses several perceived 

benefits from the increased use of social media for policy-making purposes 

2.1.3 Policy-maker and scholarly optimism for social media 

Citizens seem generally optimistic that advances in digital technology will increase 

their access to policy decision-making processes and transform their role within them. 

Optimistic attitudes, however, are not exclusive to citizens; there are those in government 

who see social media as useful and necessary tools for transforming government decision 

making and relationships with their constituents. Section 2.1.3 explores research describing 

how government employees and public policy scholars view these transformations.  

Policy-making is a complex interactive process that requires engaging with multiple 

stakeholders and consideration of diverse opinions, problem definitions, and proposed 

solutions (Charalabidis et al., 2014; Loukis et al., 2017; Medaglia & Zhu, 2017). The process is 

further complicated by an increasingly expectant citizenry who demand access to, and varying 

levels of involvement in, policy-making processes. It remains possible to gather policy-related 

information (e.g., citizen attitudes, concerns, ideas) through traditional methods such as 

consultations and surveys, but social media are increasingly being seen as inexpensive and 

plentiful sources of community thinking about policy issues (Koussouris et al., 2015; Loukis, 

2018; Medaglia & Zheng, 2017; Simmons & Mehmet, 2018). With such immense amounts of 

data created and shared across social media (Section 2.1.1), it is no surprise that many in 

government are interested in accessing and exploiting this cultural and informational 

repository. 
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Loukis et al. (2017) show that citizens are increasingly using social media “for 

publishing public policy related content, and exchanging relevant political opinions” (p. 99). 

According to Pew Research “66% of social media users have employed the platforms to post 

their thoughts about civic and political issues, react to others’ postings, [and] press friends to 

act on issues and vote” (Rainie, Smith, Schlozman, Brady, & Verba, 2012, p. 1). Multiple 

individuals and communities communicating publicly across social media have established 

“shared spaces of constructive public discussion” (Medaglia & Zhu, 2017, p. 533). Content 

published on social media contains a hidden “wealth of knowledge” that, if utilised, could 

drive innovation in policy-making (Eruipidis Loukis et al., 2017).  

Policy-makers may profit from social media users who “broadcast information about 

their personal and professional activities, provide feedback on policy or engage in discussion 

that can potentially inform policy development” (Panagiotopoulos, Bowen, & Brooker, 2017, 

p. 601). Loukis et al. (2017) interview policy-makers to determine how they use social media 

to collect citizen-produced, policy-related content, noting policy-makers’ “overall agreement 

that it offers significant relative advantages over the citizens’ surveys … the main alternative 

for the same purpose currently in use by government agencies” (p. 107). Ferro et al. (2013) 

claim that when used to gather information from or about citizens, social media are 

“useful/beneficial for addressing fundamental challenges that public policy making faces” (p. 

367), such as multiple competing priorities and interest groups. By engaging in these spaces, 

Medaglia and Zhu (2017) believe policy-makers can benefit from “knowledge exchange, build 

informed opinions, and enrich public debate” (p. 533). Social media can augment policy-

makers’ ability to use public knowledge “to develop innovative solutions to the increasingly 

serious and complex societal problems” (Ferro et al., 2013, p. 360). Kavanaugh et al. (2012) 

and Reddick, Chatfield, and Ojo (2017) likewise see the proliferation of user-generated 
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content, such as comments, videos, reviews, and feedback, as providing new levels of insight 

into the perceptions and moods of communities about policy matters—the inclusion of such 

being capable of enhancing the effectiveness of policy-making.  

Writing about the Italian public service specifically, but generalising their claims to 

other Western nations, Todisco, Tomo, Canonico, Mangia, and Sarnacchiaro (2020) find that 

public institutions have embraced social media and ICT advancements in an effort to “gather 

useful information that will help change and improve decision making” (p. 2). Todisco et al. 

(2020), like Longo (2017) and Janssen and Helbig (2018), acknowledge that these 

technological advancements have resulted in citizens expecting of their governments “a 

higher speed of interaction, enhanced quality of service and more transparent processes” (p. 

13). Their interest here, however, is in understanding “how civil servants perceive the 

usefulness of social media in their work” (Todisco et al., 2020, p. 2). Using a structured 

questionnaire with 281 Italian public servants, the authors find that digital and social media 

are considered helpful tools to “detect complexities and challenges emerging from a given 

context, thus giving them the chance to develop or shape better policies grounded in the 

needs of the citizenry” (pp. 5-6). 

Section 2.1.2 documented an increasingly expectant citizenry who are demanding 

access to, and involvement with, policy decision-making processes. Section 2.1.3 outlines 

optimism for social media’s ability to meet these demands, along with the justifications given 

by scholars and policy practitioners for such optimism. These sections indicate that both sides 

of the policy-making equation stand to benefit from innovation in the way policy is 

formulated. Social and online media have clearly influenced an evolution in citizen 

expectations, and are seen by some scholars and policy-makers as avenues for increasing 
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citizen involvement in the policy decision making process, with benefits such as more 

comprehensive and informed policy design. The validity of this optimism, however, rests on 

the assumption that policy-makers actually use social media in ways that reflect its perceived 

value as an information source. Section 2.2 explores the trajectory of technological 

innovations aimed at transforming the government-citizen relationship.  

2.2 Technological innovation in public policy decision making: From E-Gov to 

Citizensourcing 

Section 2.2 examines literature detailing how technological innovations can transform 

the policy decision-making relationship between governments and citizens and highlights 

current terminology used to describe digital government, such as E-Gov and Gov 3.0. Section 

2.2 also details the development and history of one particular approach to using social media 

for researching public policy, i.e., citizensourcing. Citizensourcing is recognised as the use of 

‘collective public wisdom’, identified and gathered through social and online media platforms, 

for informing the development of public policy (Loukis, 2018).  

2.2.1 Defining concepts in digital government literature 

 Literature in the broad field of ‘digital government’ is awash with terminologically 

dense discussions on concepts such as E-Government, Gov 2.0 through to Gov 4.0, and 

approaches like citizensourcing and policy informatics. In order to understand where this 

thesis is placed relative to other scholarship, and where its research might contribute to 

existing knowledge, it is necessary to review these concepts and their meaning. Specifically, 

the thesis asks what these concepts tell us about the citizen-government public policy-making 

relationship and where the trajectory of social media and technological development is 

headed as it pertains to the inclusion of citizens in policy decision-making. 
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Section 2.2.1 explores definitions of ‘e-government’, a central concept and domain of 

research that links several more recent sub-disciplines emerging from the integration of 

digital technology and government decision-making. Sections 2.2.2 and 2.2.3 then detail the 

development of citizensourcing, a relatively recent approach to using social media for 

accessing and understanding citizen thinking, expressed online, about issues of policy 

importance.  

Popular concepts in the digital government literature 

 At its most basic, ‘e-government’ refers to “the use of information and 

communications technology to facilitate government interaction with citizens, employees, 

businesses, and other governments” (Joseph, 2013, p. 435). Given its multidisciplinary origins, 

e-government is thought to sit “at a cross-roads between a number of other research 

domains, particularly computer science, information systems, public administration, and 

political science” (Heeks & Bailur, 2007, p. 252). E-government literature can be sub-

categorised into research concerned with the relationships of government to citizen (G2C), 

government to business (G2B), government to employee (G2E), and government to 

government (G2G) (Joseph, 2013). The thesis is predominately concerned with government 

to citizen (G2C) and citizen to government (C2G) relationships.  

Offering us a way through this definitional maze, McNutt (2014) links e-government 

to the concepts of Web 2.0 and Gov 2.0, noting that “2.0 has become a popular suffix added 

onto various organizations and processes” (p. 51), but that at its most basic, “what all of these 

2.0 hold in common is an assumption that the cumulative changes of Web uses and 

applications is fundamentally impacting organizational and administrative cultures, and in the 

case of Government 2.0 democratic structures” (p. 52). According to Sivarajah, Irani, and 
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Weerakkody (2015), Web 2.0 has enabled “social and participatory virtual platform[s] for 

organisations to collaborate, network, and interact with stakeholders” (p. 473), driving 

governments “towards genuine engagement with the public in their own environment” 

(Sivarajah et al., 2015, p. 474).  

In fact, understanding citizens’ digital ‘environments’ (i.e., the online places they 

inhabit, use, and are familiar with – see Section 2.1.2) has become “a central component of 

e-government in a very short period of time” (Bertot, Jaeger, & Hansen, 2012, p. 31). With 

advances in digital and social media, Web 2.0 has forced scholars, and government, to 

“rethink traditional boundaries between individuals, the public, communities, and levels of 

government” (Bertot, Jaeger, Munson, & Glaisyer, 2010, p. 5), creating “the potential to 

dramatically alter how the public and government interact, develop solutions, and deliver 

services” (Bertot et al., 2010, p. 5). One such way that these boundaries are being redrawn is 

through the use of citizensourcing.  

2.2.2 Citizensourcing: A new approach to using social media for public policy decision making 

This section details a growing body of research into the use of citizen commentary, 

found through social and online media, for public policy decision-making. Proponents of 

“citizensourcing” claim that collecting and analysing publicly available online citizen 

commentary is an innovative approach to policy-making that accounts for an increasingly 

expectant citizenry (Linders, 2012; Loukis, 2018; Panagiotopoulos & Bowen, 2015; 

Schmidthuber & Hilgers, 2017). In this context, online citizen commentary refers to any 

completed act of communication in which an individual or group, through social or online 

media, communicates their thinking about an entity. The digital architecture of many social 

media platforms demarcates this commentary from other forms, as it may be broadcast one-
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to-many, is often digitally archived, and is regularly accessible to audiences other than the 

intended recipient(s).  

The section begins by providing background to the concept of citizensourcing and 

documents its foundations in private sector crowdsourcing. Several citizensourcing 

definitions are then discussed, each with differing levels of citizen engagement and stated 

objectives. An approach to citizensourcing first outlined by Charalabidis and Loukis (2012), 

and since adapted by Ferro et al. (2013), Panagiotopoulos et al. (2017) and Androutsopoulou, 

Charalabidis, and Loukis (2018), is then argued as the most promising for collecting and 

analysing online citizen commentary for use in policy decision-making. The approach 

advocated by these scholars is discussed in detail, alongside examples of its use in 

contemporary policy-making. 

From crowdsourcing to citizensourcing 

The concept of citizensourcing was first published by Torres (2007), who claimed that 

citizen participation in public policy-making was undergoing a substantial evolution with the 

rise of Internet technologies (specifically “Web 2.0”). Torres (2007) argued that these changes 

revolved partially around “[i]mproving government decisions by improving the information 

flow from citizens to decision makers” (p. 135), and “[l]egitimizing government decisions by 

ensuring that the voices of those impacted by government policy have been heard, 

considered, and addressed” (p. 135).  

As they attempted to connect more directly with citizens, governments began to 

recognise the success of many private sector crowdsourcing projects (Brabham, 2008; 

Hossain & Kauranen, 2015; Howe, 2006). Crowdsourcing first appeared in the creative and 

design industries and centred on exploiting the ‘collective wisdom’ (Surowiecki, 2004) of large 
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networks of people, networked through web technologies, “in order to perform difficult 

problem solving and design activities” (Loukis & Charalabidis, 2015, p. 262). The logic of 

crowdsourcing, Hilgers and Ihl (2010) write: 

is that by incorporating a much larger variety of ideas and knowledge into 

new product and service development, the performance of this process will 

improve, and the resulting product will have a better fit with the market 

requirements. (p. 70) 

In the case of citizensourcing, this translated to the use of citizen networks to help 

solve or inform difficult policy problems, with much the same rationale that Hilgers and Ihl 

(2010) apply to crowdsourcing. However, rather than the resulting product having a better fit 

with market requirements, resulting policies would better reflect the variety of ideas and 

knowledge held by citizens. 

Crowdsourcing is understood by Modaresnezhad, Iyer, Palvia, and Taras (2020) as the 

“technology-enabled outsourcing of tasks through an open call to the masses via the internet” 

(p. 1). The growth of crowdsourcing as a practice was fundamentally tied to technological 

development and uptake of social media platforms. As Modaresnezhad et al. (2020) suggest, 

the “connective and collaborative technological environment have enabled individuals to get 

involved in internet-mediated social participation and have transformed users from passive 

browsers to active contributors” (p. 1).  

According to Prpić, Taeihagh, and Melton (2015) crowdsourcing “also spread to non-

commercial contexts… [like] different aspects of policymaking” (p. 340)—which resulted in an 

“increasing amount of buzz around applying crowdsourcing techniques to government and 

policy contexts” (Lehdonvirta & Bright, 2015, p. 263). Although involving more people in 

government and policy processes is hardly revolutionary, new digital technologies “make it 
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possible to increase the quantity of such involvement dramatically, by lowering the cost of 

participation, and making it possible to tap into people’s free time” (Lehdonvirta & Bright, 

2015, p. 263). 

According to Aitamurto (2012), the adoption of crowdsourcing techniques in 

government represented a new era in policy-making, enabling the crowdsourcing of citizens’ 

ideas, perspectives, and opinions “about matters that traditionally were beyond access and 

influence” (p. 7) such as “participatory budgeting in Canada, federal strategies in the United 

States, and constitution reform in Iceland” (p. 7). The central claim here is that crowdsourcing 

provides a means by which governments can listen to the public and gather “information and 

knowledge from an undefined crowd…[and] sense citizens’ values and attitudes” (Aitamurto, 

2012, p. 30). By adopting these processes and opening the policy decision-making process, 

governments are more effectively positioned to meet citizens’ changing expectations (Section 

2.1.2).   

Citizensourcing: Varying levels of citizen involvement  

Howe’s (2006) first conceptualisation of crowdsourcing contained the “crucial 

prerequisite” of an open call format, in which an organisation actively sought participants to 

help address their project or problem. Since Howe (2006), however, this “prerequisite” has 

been loosely applied. In cases of citizensourcing, there are diverse examples of citizens having 

direct influence over project outcomes (Linders, 2012; Nam, 2012); performing tasks 

traditionally done by public servants (Hilgers & Ihl, 2010); and expressing their thinking and 

commentary on social media platforms about policy topics that are then collected and 

analysed without any direct involvement (Androutsopoulou & Charalabidis, 2018; 

Charalabidis et al., 2014; Charalabidis, Maragoudakis, & Loukis, 2015). Each of these 
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approaches conceptualises the practice of citizensourcing differently and varies in methods 

for obtaining the “collective wisdom” of the public. This has made defining the process 

difficult. Linders (2012) notes that “while the literature – both academic and popular – is rife 

with preliminary explorations and propositions, it has yet to come together in a coherent and 

cohesive fashion” (p. 447). 

Citizensourcing can be seen as a process of innovation in government service delivery 

and an avenue for “enhanced engagement with citizens, improving the citizen-government 

relationship, and facilitating policy implementation” (Nam, 2012, p. 13). For this reason, Nam 

(2012) evaluates the success of citizensourcing projects by their ability to foster transparency, 

participation and collaboration. This necessitates an open call format, in which potential 

citizen participants are actively contacted or informed of a particular policy problem/project, 

and invited to contribute proposals and ideas for its resolution—as, for example, “[w]hen 

NASA scientists were stymied in devising a formula to predict solar flares in 2009, they posted 

their problem online and offered a prize to anyone who could provide a solution” (Nam, 2012, 

p. 14).  

Linders (2012) also emphasises the active seeking of participants, which “opens up a 

powerful new problem-solving mechanism that invites everyday citizens to use their skills and 

expertise to solve government challenges” (p. 448). This allows governments to “import 

innovation” from “outside of— but sponsored and/or enabled by—government” (p. 448). For 

example, the Obama Administration used government “challenges” in the United States, 

“whereby the government posts a problem that citizens then attempt to solve with a prize 

awarded to the best solution” (Linders, 2012, p. 448). 
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 Similarly, Hilgers and Ihl’s (2010) suggest that citizensourcing projects should aim to 

integrate “the citizenry into drafting and framing ideas” (p. 74), noting—as Nam (2012)—that 

policy-makers can exploit the knowledge and creativity of citizens “by conducting idea and 

innovation competitions” (p. 75). Citizensourcing projects use contemporary web 

technologies (i.e., social media platforms) as a kind of “21st Century Town Hall Meeting” 

(Hilgers and Ihl, 2010), in which policy-makers are required to phrase questions and actively 

seek the input of citizens. The approaches outlined by Hilgers and Ihl (2010), Nam (2012) and 

Linders (2012), closely align with Howe’s (2006) original prerequisite of an active open call 

format and are best described as “active citizensourcing”. 

Loukis and Charalabidis (2012) first described their research on the use of social media 

platforms for policy decision-making as “systematic, intensive and centralized web 2.0 social 

media exploitation by government agencies for widening and enhancing participative public 

policy making” (p. 78). Although not initially labelled citizensourcing, their approach was 

grounded in the crowdsourcing logic of seeking innovation by exploiting public knowledge 

and talent through social media interaction and required policy-makers to actively publish 

policy-related content to multiple social media sites, “collect data on citizens’ interaction with 

them (e.g. views, comments, ratings, votes, etc.) … [and] make advanced processing of them 

in order to extract from them as much possible useful information for the policy makers” (p. 

84). This approach marked a slight departure from the more active policy-maker formats 

advocated by Nam (2012), Linders (2012) and Hilgers and Ihl (2010), whose approaches 

required policy-makers to make an open call for citizen help with a problem. In contrast, 

Loukis and Charalabidis (2012) believed that valuable information could be obtained without 

such explicit prompting. Instead, policy-related content could be published on government 

agencies’ own social media accounts in order to stimulate public discussion and commentary, 
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with policy-makers then analysing how citizens interacted with this content. In subsequent 

publications, Loukis and Charalabidis and others adopted ’citizensourcing’ to describe the 

approach (Androutsopoulou, Mureddu, Loukis, & Charalabidis, 2016; Charalabidis et al., 2014; 

Ferro et al., 2013; Loukis, Charalabidis, & Androutsopoulou, 2018). 

In 2014, Charalabidis et al. (2014) took a further step from the active approaches 

advocated by Howe (2006), Nam (2012), Linders (2012) and Hilgers and Ihl (2010). They 

outlined a “passive citizensourcing” approach that went beyond the accounts of government 

agencies in various social media, and instead exploited “political content developed by 

citizens in various external social media accounts not belonging to the government” (Loukis, 

2018, p. 187). The following section details this passive citizensourcing approach and its value 

in uncovering community thinking about issues of policy importance, and justifies the 

advancement of systematic passive citizensourcing as the focus of this doctoral research 

project. 

2.2.3 Citizensourcing: Active and passive approaches 

To help articulate the distinction between active and passive citizensourcing 

approaches, it is helpful to return to Hilgers and Ihl’s (2010) analogy of the “21st Century Town 

Hall Meeting”. The logic behind their comparison stems from the active role of policy-makers 

in soliciting citizen feedback, opinions, or proposals for a particular policy area—in much the 

same way a traditional town hall meeting might take place. For Charalabidis et al. (2014) and 

other proponents of the passive citizensourcing approach (Androutsopoulou et al., 2018; 

Androutsopoulou et al., 2016; Loukis & Charalabidis, 2015), instances where policy-makers 

actively solicit citizen input only represent a fraction of the insight into citizen commentary 

that social media could provide. Rather than limiting the 21st Century Town Hall Meeting to 
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periods of direct stimulation and active solicitation, Charalabidis et al. (2014) argue that social 

media provide an ongoing and dispersed commentary on matters of policy importance. For 

example: 

government agencies … monitor passively relevant ‘external’ (= not owned 

or controlled by government) social media (e.g. political blogs, news 

websites, and also Twitter, Facebook, etc. accounts), retrieving from them 

and analysing content on a specific topic or public policy (existing or under 

development), which has been freely generated by citizens, without any 

government direction or stimulation, in order to extract from it relevant 

knowledge and opinions of citizens. (Loukis et al., 2017, p. 100) 

To conduct passive citizensourcing, a party first identifies the overarching policy 

domain they wish to explore (e.g., energy, health, environmental, or defence), then a more 

specific policy area (e.g., renewable energy targets, anti-smoking policy, culling of dangerous 

species) (Loukis, 2018). They then identify particular social and online media sources (e.g., 

Facebook pages, Twitter feeds, Subreddits, political blogs, news websites), which are 

crawled/scraped “in order to find relevant content about the topic of public policy interest” 

(Loukis, 2018, p. 187). This externally, freely generated content is “much more extensive, rich 

and politically diverse than the content generated in government websites and social media 

under government direction or stimulation” (Loukis et al., 2017, p. 100), and is particularly 

useful for gaining an initial understanding of citizens’ “needs, issues, opinions, proposal and 

arguments” (Charalabidis et al., 2014, p. 291). 

Once the desired citizen-produced content has been passively sourced from the 

identified social and online media platforms, it requires extensive analysis to provide clarity 

and meaning within the policy context under investigation (Charalabidis et al., 2014; Loukis & 

Charalabidis, 2015). The methods of analysis used for passive and active citizensourcing are 

largely consistent across the literature (see Section 2.3.2.2) (Androutsopoulou & Charalabidis, 
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2018; Ferro et al., 2013; Grubmüller, Götsch, & Krieger, 2013; Koussouris et al., 2015; Loukis, 

2018; Reddick, Chatfield, & Ojo, 2017), and are based on quantitative “advanced linguistic 

processing techniques ... for extracting opinions, arguments, issues and proposals on a 

particular domain or policy” (Charalabidis et al., 2014, p. 286). These techniques are primarily 

text-only methods based on automated sentiment analysis (also known as opinion mining) 

(Androutsopoulou et al., 2016; Charalabidis et al., 2014; Kamateri et al., 2015; Loukis et al., 

2018; Loukis, 2018); namely, the computational study of text in order to extract themes or 

sentiment and classify them as positive, neutral, or negative (Kamateri et al., 2015). This 

approach uses natural language processing to process the meaning in human language.  

In the context of citizensourcing, automated sentiment analysis involves collecting 

large amounts of citizen-produced content (commentary) on social media in textual format, 

then analysing the text using automated computer software that extracts meaning from the 

unstructured data, often to identify the polarity of its orientation (positive, negative or 

neutral). This analysis enables policy-makers to observe citizen commentary, opinions, ideas, 

and concerns around particular areas of a policy domain. The approach is therefore less 

concerned with the individual comments made by citizens, and instead more focused on 

understanding broader sentiment regarding issues of policy importance. These findings are 

then used to design policy options that more accurately reflect the attitudes of relevant 

citizens found on social and online media platforms. 

The research described in Section 2.2 document promising innovations and 

developments in digital government, particularly in striving to include citizens in policy 

decision making processes (E-Gov) through the affordance of Web 2.0 technologies. While 

still in relative infancy, citizensourcing, and its passive and active variants, represents a 
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promising approach to policy-making that incorporates citizen commentary, opinions, ideas, 

and concerns into its decision-making processes. Moreover, these recent advances are 

coupled with the rising expectations of citizens that they will be heard and included in policy-

making (Section 2.1.2), and the optimism of many scholars and policy-makers that doing so 

will deliver more robust and informed decisions (Section 2.1.3).   

Notwithstanding the progress that these developments signal, there is valid criticism 

levelled at governments concerning their true commitment to transforming their decision-

making processes (Macnamara, 2016b; Medaglia & Zhu, 2017; Reddick, Chatfield, & Ojo, 

2017). If governments acknowledge the transformational potential of digital technologies, 

then it is important to investigate whether there exists a discrepancy between their words 

and their actions. Section 2.3 moves beyond a general sense of optimism by detailing 

literature on contemporary government use of social and online media platforms.  

2.3 Discrepancies between optimism and evidence of actual use 

This section interrogates just how seriously government policy-makers are taking 

social media, and whether documented use of these platforms reflects acknowledgement of 

their transformational potential. Through this critical examination, Section 2.3 identifies 

important limitations in current approaches—such as passive citizensourcing—to using social 

media for public policy decision-making. These limitations include minimal engagement with 

the information needs of policy decision-makers and the exclusive use of quantitative 

automated approaches to data analysis.  

2.3.1 Government use of social media 

Recent studies on government and policy-makers’ social media use cast significant 

doubt on their commitment to meeting the expectations of citizens and reaping the benefits 
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they themselves have recognised (Landsbergen, 2011; Macnamara, 2010, 2016a, 2016b, 

2016c; Medaglia & Zheng, 2017; Medaglia & Zhu, 2017; Reddick, Chatfield, & Ojo, 2017). 

Many of the same scholars espousing the potential of social media to transform government 

processes simultaneously point to a dearth of evidence for their full utilisation (Gibson & 

Cantijoch, 2011; McCorkindale, 2010; Medaglia & Zhu, 2017; Vergeer, 2012). In many cases, 

social media practices are more akin to information dissemination than as a means to involve 

citizens in the policy-making process or to gain insight into or listening to community thinking.  

Section 2.3.1 first engages with Medaglia and Zhu (2017), Medaglia and Zheng (2017), 

and Reddick et al. (2017), which compare the potential advantages of social media use for 

policy-making against actual practice. Discussion then turns to Macnamara (2010, 2016a, 

2016c) who, through extensive studies on the communication habits of international 

organisations and governments, has uncovered entrenched social media practices that stand 

in stark contrast to the potential uses outlined in previous sections. Section 2.3.1 concludes 

by engaging with Grubmüller et al. (2013), Landsbergen (2011), and Shenker (2017), each of 

whom caution that new technologies are only as useful as we make them. 

 Medaglia and Zhu (2017) note the growing enthusiasm of scholars around the 

potential uses of social media for policy-making, and to interrogate this trend, survey social 

media users about the type and frequency of their interaction with government accounts. 

They find that, though social media is recognised as a way of gaining insight into community 

thinking and involving citizens in policy-making, it “is most often used for one-way 

information provision, rather than citizen interaction” (Medaglia & Zhu, 2017, p. 534). 

Moreover, the authors point to low levels of use of government social media accounts, and 

“how the presence of governments on social media is not met with increased levels of user 
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activity” (Medaglia & Zhu, 2017, p. 539). Similarly, in a systematic review of government social 

media use, Medaglia and Zheng (2017) find that “content produced by government actors is 

consistently … aimed at self-promotion and political marketing, rather than increasing 

transparency, participation, and service delivery” (p. 502). Medaglia and Zheng (2017) argue 

that this indicates a failure to capture and utilise “the emergence of the user as the 

protagonist of social media-enabled interactions” (p. 502).   

Despite the benefits of social media use championed by many scholars, “empirical 

research to date shows that social media is used to ‘push’ information to the public” (Reddick 

et al., 2017, p. 111). In fact, Reddick et al. (2017) claim there exists minimal evidence of policy-

makers using social media platforms “for encouraging and gathering feedback from their 

citizens for the purpose of learning” (p. 111). These findings contrast sharply with the 

potential uses outlined in previous sections. 

Having researched organisational and governmental communication practices for 

close to a decade, Macnamara (2016a, 2016c) remains sceptical about social media’s 

perceived benefits. He argues that “the potentiality of social media are not necessarily 

realized in practice” (Macnamara, 2016a, p. 102). Rather than engage with the affordances of 

social media in ways that encourage the production and sharing of content, or as a potential 

information source, many government actors and policy-makers focus “on disseminating 

information … to express and amplify the voice of [their] organization” (Macnamara, 2016a, 

p. 23). In the small number of cases where Macnamara (2016a) identifies information 

gathering through social media, he describes it as predominantly employed to monitor the 

performance of organisational messages with quantitative metrics such as likes, views, and 

shares. Macnamara (2016a) cautions those who take an overly celebratory and optimistic 
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tone toward social media’s hypothetical benefits, claiming “that there is no guarantee these 

technological innovations will ensure people are heard, or listened to” (p. 33). 

Grubmüller et al. (2013), Landsbergen (2011) and Shenker (2017) are also reluctant to 

celebrate technological innovation without a corresponding change in practice. Grubmüller 

et al. (2013) agree that new technologies, including social media platforms, create “windows 

of opportunities” for transforming policy-making practice. Yet, they argue, claims of a 

paradigm shift “by proponents of social media do not remain uncontested” (Grubmüller et 

al., 2013, p. 4). Rather than fully embrace social media, governments have been far more 

hesitant than those in the private sector (Grubmüller et al., 2013). Landsbergen (2011), places 

onus on the policy-makers themselves to realise the potential of new and emerging 

technologies. Documenting the use of social media to inform policy development, 

Landsbergen (2011) warns that “empirical research, the history of the Web, and the long list 

of implementation issues listed herein provide evidence that social media will not 

automatically improve government or governance” (p. 145).  

Like Grubmüller et al. (2013), Shenker (2017) sees new technologies as creating “both 

hazards and opportunities – sometimes within existing political frameworks, and at other 

times by reshaping those frameworks altogether” (p. 4). In this sense, social media as an 

isolated phenomenon does not represent innovation in policy-making. Rather, innovative 

policy-making requires committed individuals willing to use the affordances these platforms 

provide to gain insight into community thinking about issues of policy importance. As Shenker 

(2017) notes, “the actualisation of those hazards and opportunities depend entirely on human 

agency” (p. 4) meaning “that no technology is static, and we should not be fatalistic about its 

influence” (p. 4). 
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There is evidently a discrepancy between the expectations of citizens, the enthusiasm 

of policy-makers and scholars concerning the benefits of adopting digital technologies for 

policy-making, and the actual use of social media platforms by a number of governments. 

Many have expressed optimism that social media will innovate policy-making by providing 

inexpensive access to a large repository of community thinking about policy issues (Ferro et 

al., 2013; Loukis et al., 2017; Panagiotopoulos et al., 2017). While few doubt this potential, 

studies on contemporary social media use by governments show that it is used mostly to 

disseminate organisation-centric information, rather than as a valuable source of information 

to inform policy-making (Landsbergen, 2011; Macnamara, 2015; Medaglia & Zhu, 2017; 

Reddick et al., 2017). While approaches such as citizensourcing offer possible solutions and 

systematic approaches to combatting these challenges, they are not without limitations 

themselves. Section 2.3.2 explores two of these limitations in depth.  

2.3.2 Limitations to citizensourcing  

 Citizensourcing has the capacity to produce nuanced insight into citizen and 

community thinking that can be used to inform policy decision making. However, optimising 

insight requires knowledge of the types of information most useful for policy-makers—an 

understanding that is currently absent from citizensourcing literature. In addition, current 

approaches to citizensourcing (Androutsopoulou et al., 2016; Loukis et al., 2017; 

Androutsopoulou et al., 2018; Loukis, 2018; Loukis & Charalabidis, 2015) tend to primarily 

employ quantitative methods of data analysis, thereby reducing citizen thinking to machine-

countable variables and polarities of positive, negative, or neutral. These two limitations to 

current citizensourcing literature are explored in the following section. 
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2.3.2.1 The information needs of policy decision makers  

Current literature on approaches to citizensourcing has engaged minimally with the 

information needs of policy-makers. Given that these are the likely end-users of such systems, 

addressing this omission is necessary if social media is to be used to its full, recognised 

potential (Section 2.1.3). This section reviews literature detailing the information preferences 

of policy-makers.  

The specific informational needs and preferences of policy-makers will always be 

related to the policy domain under review. For example, information about the energy 

consumption of households is likely of little use for policy-makers concerned with 

immigration. Research indicates, however, that to make informed decisions policy-makers 

desire, along with expert advice and science-based evidence, information that: highlights 

diversity and nuance in community perceptions of policy problems, solutions and options 

(Brownson, Royer, Ewing, & McBride, 2006; Marshall et al., 2017; Mumby, 2017); and 

communicates the lived realities of those impacted by policy issues (Baron, 2010; Janda & 

Topouzi, 2015; McNie et al., 2016; Vaughan & Buss, 1998). Both of these informational needs 

are explored in the following section respectively. 

When deliberating on policy issues, decision-makers value information that highlights 

diversity in community thinking (Cairney & Kwiatkowski, 2017; Marshall et al., 2017; McNie 

et al., 2016). They benefit from understanding citizens’ “multiple perspectives, competing 

values, complexity and problem framing” (Marshall et al., 2017, p. 6), and are more informed 

when they have access to “the varying perspectives, values, experiences, motivation, 

aspirations, attachments, attitudes, behaviour, expectations, incentives, capacities, and 

vulnerabilities of people” (p. 2). Obtaining such a comprehensive level of insight into every 
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policy domain will not be possible, nor desirable. However, the more access that policy-

makers have to this type of information, the more equipped they are to consider policy “risks, 

uncertainties and complexities and canvass policy options” (Marshall et al., 2017, p. 4). Policy-

makers benefit from information that highlights the nuances of citizens’ perceptions and 

attitudes (Barry, 2014; Mehmet & Simmons, 2018; Mumby, 2017). Mumby (2017) argues that 

nuance is essential if policy “is to be applied in the appropriate context and not held hostage 

to one extreme viewpoint or another” (p. 1004). Insight into the complexity of community 

thinking should enable policy-makers to develop and justify decisions more comprehensively 

(Simmons & Mehmet, 2018). 

Research on the information needs of policy-makers also emphasises the value of 

information that communicates the “lived realities” of those impacted by policy issues or 

proposed solutions (Baron, 2010; Brownson et al., 2006; McNie et al., 2016; Vaughan & Buss, 

1998). Vaughan and Buss (1998) argue that it is important to not “confuse statistical 

significance with policy significance” (p. 23). For policy-makers, a good anecdote “may carry 

more weight than a plethora of statistics” (Brownson et al., 2006, p. 167). Information that 

contains lived realities creates a story that policy-makers can draw upon when justifying 

decisions (Brownson et al., 2006; Janda & Topouzi, 2015). Brownson et al. (2006) posit that 

stories make information personally relevant, allowing policy-makers to “cite the impact [of 

policy issues] on ‘real people’” (p. 169). Along with numbers and statistics, policy-makers 

desire information that can “personalize an issue by telling a compelling story of how people’s 

lives are affected” (Brownson et al., 2006, p. 167).  

McNie et al. (2016) point out the importance of understanding diverse perspectives 

on policy issues—specifically, “community, lay and indigenous expertise” (p. 887). When 
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considering the validity of different information types, policy-makers understand that 

“expertise is not just a result of a degree achieved or focused effort of investigation, but also 

of lived experiences and proximity to the problem” (p. 887). The authors note that in certain 

circumstances, policy-makers benefit from proactively seeking the input and involvement of 

“politically-marginalized populations who may not otherwise participate” (McNie et al., 2016, 

p. 886).  

The literature detailed in this section demonstrates that to help make informed 

decisions, policy-makers benefit from information that: (1) highlights diversity and nuance in 

community perceptions of policy problems, solutions and options; and (2) communicates the 

lived realities of those impacted by policy issues. Both of these informational needs run 

contrary to the “datafication of human experience” (Markham, 2017) that results from the 

reduction of online citizen commentary to polarities of positive, negative, and neutral. Policy-

makers are often required to justify the choices that they make, and therefore benefit from 

information that allows them to tell a compelling story about the impact of a policy issue or 

proposed solution on the lives of citizens. Furthermore, when weighing up policy options, 

decision-makers are more informed by information that not only tells them what citizen 

perspectives are, but the nuanced reasons why individuals hold certain views. 

Given that a body of literature does exist suggesting the information needs of policy-

makers (albeit minimal), it is important that this research is connected with the practice of 

citizensourcing and the use of social and online media as an information source.  

2.3.2.2 Reliance on quantitative methods of data analysis  

 The information needs of policy-makers, as detailed in the previous section, suggest 

that purely quantitative analyses of online citizen commentary may not provide policy-makers 
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with the full body of evidence they require for confident decision-making. Statistics and 

numbers are evidently important for decision-making, but social media enables access to a 

far richer body of insight into citizen thinking than just positive, negative, or neutral 

sentiment. This section reviews citizensourcing literature and details approaches to data 

analysis.  

 In introducing their passive citizensourcing approach, Charalabidis et al. (2014) note 

that when online citizen commentary is extracted for analysis, it is primarily in textual form. 

As such, the authors devise a series of ‘automated processing steps’, including: language 

detection, opinion and argument extraction, sentiment analysis, and argument 

summarisation (Charalabidis et al., 2014).  Policy-makers are then provided “with an 

aggregated view of the results of the processing, their polarity…and also statistical indications 

of their significance and impact” (Charalabidis et al., 2014, p. 292). In a subsequent paper, 

Charalabidis et al. (2015) explore their quantitative approach in more depth, explaining how 

their process is built upon a first stage of topic modelling, “a family of machine learning 

algorithms, most of them consisted of a probabilistic nature, which infer hidden semantic 

structure within a set of input documents” (p. 154). Androutsopoulou et al. (2018) perform 

“linguistic analysis of [citizen generated data] to transform free text into a set of structured 

data…discover and extract main issues discussed, as well as arguments from free text 

(argument extraction)…perform sentiment analysis to classify text segments according to 

their ‘tone’ (positive, neutral, negative)…cluster arguments, based on calculated similarities, 

and present automatically-generated summaries” (p. 133).  

 These approaches exemplify prevailing techniques in current citizensourcing 

literature—namely, the widespread use of quantitative methods for data analysis that, by 
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nature, reduce online citizen commentary to data points, statistics, and polarities. These 

approaches are useful methods for understanding trends, providing easily digestible 

summarises of large datasets, and clearly demarcating where citizens are for or against 

particular topics. The exclusive reliance on quantitative analyses, however, neglects some of 

the stated information needs of policy decision makers, such as compelling stories of how 

people’s lives are affected by decisions (Brownson et al., 2006), lived realities (McNie, 2016), 

and multiple complex values, competing interests and interpretations (Marshall et al., 2017). 

Moreover, reducing online citizen commentary to statistics and polarities runs contrary to the 

potential benefits of data gathering through social media, a set of platforms defined by their 

interactive nature and production of dialogue between users. Further, reduction of citizen 

thinking to numbers is antithetical to the idea that social media can provide a voice for 

voiceless and marginalised communities (Torres, 2007).  

Rather than relying solely on quantitative methods of data analysis, citizensourcing 

would benefit from adopting qualitative methods that deal with nuanced dialogic human 

interactions (Sivarajah et al., 2015). However, qualitative and manual approaches to 

citizensourcing remain underdeveloped and unexplored, and as a result the field is missing 

much of what makes social media data so valuable for policy decision makers.  

Section 2.3 reviewed literature that indicates a discrepancy between the expectations 

of citizens, the stated optimism of policy-makers, and the reality of contemporary 

government use of social media and digital technologies. Section 2.3.2 extended this 

conversation by exploring two areas that could be explored to build upon current 

citizensourcing approaches. While citizensourcing offers a novel method through which social 

media can be utilised for policy decision-making, it does not engage sufficiently with the 
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specific information needs of policy decision makers. Furthermore, current approaches to 

citizensourcing tend to rely exclusively on automated and quantitative methods of data 

analysis, which do not on their own produce the types of information needed for confident 

decision-making. These observations signify important knowledge gaps worthy of further 

exploration in the thesis.  

2.4 Conclusion and identification of need for research and development 

Section 2.4 summarises the literature review in Chapter 2. It highlights a need for 

research and development that will improve the identification and analysis of social and 

online media data for use in public policy decision-making—including engagement with the 

information needs of policy-makers and the use of qualitative methods of data analysis. 

Section 2.4 concludes by providing the research aim, objectives, and questions used to guide 

and direct the remaining doctoral project.  

Citizens’ expectations of governments and policy-makers continue to evolve as 

citizens become increasingly proficient users of social media platforms (Aitamurto et al., 

2017; Linders, 2012; Omar et al., 2014). Section 2.1.3 indicates that numerous scholars and 

policy-makers are optimistic that social media will innovate policy-making and satisfy citizen 

demand for increased involvement in the policy-making process (Ferro et al., 2013; 

Koussouris et al., 2015; Loukis et al., 2017). However, this change will not happen 

automatically, and scepticism remains regarding current government use of social media 

(Macnamara, 2016a; Mellon & Prosser, 2017; Reddick, Chatfield, & Brajawidagda, 2017).  

Advances are occurring in the use of citizen-produced social media content for 

informing the creation of policy, such as citizensourcing (Androutsopoulou et al., 2016; 

Charalabidis et al., 2014; Loukis, 2018; Loukis et al., 2018; Nam, 2012). While the 
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citizensourcing concept recognises the value of incorporating citizen thinking into policy 

design, current approaches are limited in two interrelated ways. Firstly, their development 

lacks engagement with the information needs of policy decision-makers. While literature on 

the information needs of policy-makers is still growing, they clearly desire information that 

provides insight into the lived realities of those impacted by policy decisions, citizens’ 

perspectives, values, and vulnerabilities, and compelling stories (Section 2.3.2.1). 

 Secondly, these information needs contrast with the data-processing advice given in 

much of the current citizensourcing literature (Section 2.3.2.2). Currently, citizensourcing 

relies mostly on natural language processing techniques such as sentiment analysis, argument 

extraction, and automated summarisation. By nature, these approaches reduce citizen and 

community discussions to aggregates and polarities of positive, neutral, and negative. This 

reduction can overlook policy-makers’ preference for information that highlights diversity in 

citizen perceptions of policy issues and the nuances of these perceptions. Furthermore, these 

approaches are disadvantaged in their ability to communicate the lived realities of those 

impacted by policy issues and proposed solutions.  

Need for research and development 

This thesis contributes to existing literature by investigating these limitations. 

Considering that policymakers are the likely end users of citizensourcing approaches, 

engagement with their needs is an important focus of this thesis. Moreover, considering the 

literature reviewed in Section 2.3.1, governments’ use of social media is currently lagging 

behind citizen expectations. This thesis is well positioned to contribute to existing knowledge 

and policy practice by more clearly categorising the information needs of policy-makers, and 

developing a systematic passive citizensourcing approach for identifying, gathering, and 
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processing online citizen commentary from social and online media that addresses these 

information needs.  

While automated quantitative approaches to citizensourcing offer important insight 

into citizen thinking about a range of policy issues, they do not, on their own, account for the 

full diversity of insight that can be provided by data gathered from social and online media. 

By developing a systematic, manual, qualitative approach to passive citizensourcing, this 

thesis contributes to existing knowledge in a way that extends and complements—rather 

than replaces—contemporary approaches. These new tools will benefit both the scholarly 

community and any policy-makers seeking diverse and more comprehensive insight into 

citizen thinking expressed online about issues of policy importance.  

To summarise, the knowledge gaps that this thesis addresses are: 

 The information needs of policy decision-makers as they relate to citizen thinking about 

matters of public policy importance  

 The development and use of a manual qualitative citizensourcing approach for identifying, 

gathering, and processing the information needs of policy decision-makers 

2.4.1 Research aims, objectives, and questions 

 The thesis addresses these areas in need of development via three research studies, 

underpinned by a central aim and objectives. Section 2.4.1 outlines the aims, objectives, and 

related questions used to direct the research contained in this doctoral thesis.  

This thesis investigates how publicly available online citizen commentary can be 

systematically collected and qualitatively analysed for use in public policy decision-making. 

The aim, then, was to contribute to policy-makers’ ability to access and understand online 
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citizen commentary about issues of policy importance. The investigation was underpinned by 

a focus on the information needs of policy-makers, and the ability to process the interactive 

and dialogic nature of social media platform affordances through the use of qualitative 

methods of data analysis. To aid and direct this investigation, four objectives and 

corresponding sub-questions were developed.  

Thesis Aim: 

To contribute to policy-makers’ ability to access and understand online citizen commentary 

about issues of policy importance. 

Main Research Question: 

How can publicly available online citizen commentary be systematically collected and 

qualitatively analysed for use in government policy decision making? 

Research Objectives: 

1. Identify the information needs of policy decision-makers and communicators related 

to citizens  

2. Review current approaches used for collecting and analysing online citizen 

commentary to understand important public policy topics 

3. Develop and pilot a systematic approach to the collection and qualitative analysis of 

online citizen commentary for use in policy decision-making and communication 

4. Evaluate the usefulness of the Systematic Approach and its findings for use in policy 

decision-making and communication.  

Table 2.2 provides further detail on these four objectives, each with a corresponding study, 

research question, and sub-questions used to direct its inquiry. Each of these research studies 

will be revisited in more detail, including the research methods used, in Chapter 3.4. 
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Table 2.2 - Research studies, objectives, and questions 

Study  Study Objective and Research Question Study Sub-questions 

Study 1:  
Listening to the 

experts 

Objective 
To identify the information needs of policy 

decision makers and communicators 
 

Research Question 
What types of information do policy decision 

makers and communicators require for 
confident decision making? 

How are policy and communication 

decisions made in government? 

Why do decisions need to be made? 

What do policy makers require to 

make good decisions? 

What information is required about, 

or from, citizens, specifically for 

policy decision making? 

Study 2a: 
 Mapping 
previous 
research  

Objective 

To review current approaches used for 
collecting and analysing online citizen 

commentary for the purpose of 
understanding important public policy topics 

 

Research Question 

What are the common procedural steps 
taken in research using online citizen 
commentary as data in public policy 

research? 

 

What terminology is used in 

reference to this type of data? (e.g., 

online comments, social media 

posts, citizen perspectives) 

What online sources are data 

collected from? 

How are online data sources 

identified and their inclusion 

justified? 

What are the unique ethical 

considerations of online research 

using publicly available online citizen 

commentary? 

What method(s) are used to collect 

(extract) online citizen commentary 

data in policy research? 

What method(s) are used to analyse 

online citizen commentary data in 

policy research? 

Study 2b:  
Developing and 

piloting the 
Systematic 
Approach 

Objective 
To develop and pilot a systematic approach 
to the collection and qualitative analysis of 
online citizen commentary for use in policy 

decision making and communication. 
 

Research Question 

What steps are required for a 

systematic approach to collecting 

and analysing online citizen 

commentary for use in policy 

decision making and 

communication? 
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What is a practical approach to the 
systematic collection and qualitative analysis 
of online citizen commentary for use in policy 

decision making and communication? 

What methods of collecting online 

citizen commentary are plausible to 

implement on a systematic basis? 

How can online citizen commentary 

be analysed to meet the information 

needs of policy decision makers and 

communicators?  

How can the unique ethical 

considerations of online research 

using publicly available online citizen 

commentary be addressed?  

Study 3:  
Evaluating the 

Systematic 
Approach with 

the experts 

Objective 
To evaluate with policy and communications 
experts the usefulness of a novel approach to 

the systematic collection and qualitative 
analysis of online citizen commentary for use 

in policy decision making 
 

Research Question 
How do policy-makers evaluate the 

usefulness of a novel approach to the 
systematic collection and qualitative analysis 

of online citizen commentary and the 
information it provides? 

How can a novel approach to 

systematically collecting and 

analysing online citizen commentary 

for policy decision making be 

evaluated?  

How do policy and communications 

experts evaluate the usefulness of 

the novel Systematic Approach for 

providing them access and 

understanding to online citizen 

commentary about issues of policy 

importance?  

How do policy-makers and 

communicators evaluate the 

usefulness of the information 

provided by the Systematic 

Approach? 

How can the Systematic Approach 

be improved for future use? 

In what policy decision making 

contexts is the Systematic Approach 

to collecting and analysing online 

citizen commentary most useful or 

beneficial?  
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Each of these research studies required the selection of carefully considered and 

appropriate methods of data collection and analysis. To determine the most appropriate 

methods, the thesis critically engages with researcher assumptions about the nature of 

knowledge and reality, and how these might be accessed and understood. Next, Chapter 3 

details the research design used in this doctoral project, including the ontological and 

epistemological positions taken by the researcher. Chapter 3 makes direct reference to the 

research aim and objectives detailed here, thus ensuring that the thesis is suitably positioned 

to contribute to existing literature and research.  
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology  
 

 Literature reviewed in Chapter 2 identified that both citizens and policy-makers desire 

the increased inclusion of community thinking into policy decision-making processes. 

However, current approaches to using online citizen commentary for this purpose are limited 

in their capacity for direct engagement with policy-maker information needs and use 

primarily quantitative methods of data analysis. To address these areas of need, three 

research studies were outlined (Table 2.2).  

 Chapter Three contains three sections. Section 3.1 introduces the methodological 

framework used in this doctoral project, explaining elements of research design, including the 

ontological position of social constructionism, and justifying its use with reference to Hay 

(2011) and Andrews (2012) (3.1.2). Section 3.1.3 describes why interpretivism was chosen as 

the epistemological basis for the thesis, and Section 3.1.4 outlines the methodological 

tradition of the single qualitative case study. Section 3.2 then introduces and justifies the case 

study used to direct inquiry in this thesis: the NSW Government’s Shark Management 

Strategy. Section 3.3 concludes the body of the chapter by outlining the specific methods of 

data collection and analysis used in each research study—broadly introducing and justifying 

each method, with more detail provided in each respective research study chapter. 

3.1 Methodological Framework  

Rigorous research requires structure. The structure of any research is influenced by 

the phenomena or objects under study, as well as the researcher’s position concerning the 

nature of reality and how one may come to access or understand that reality through 

methods of investigation. Prior to outlining and justifying the choice of the specific research 

methods used in this thesis, it is therefore necessary to articulate the building blocks that 
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structured its research design. Section 3.1 outlines this thesis’ research design, including the 

ontological position of social constructionism taken by the researcher. It also details the 

choice of interpretivism as the epistemological lens through which this thesis made sense of 

a socially constructed reality. Finally, Section 3.1.4 outlines the methodological tradition 

within which this research sits: i.e., case study research. These elements of research design 

provided the thesis with a strong foundation to select an overarching research methodology, 

and specific methods of data collection and analysis.  

3.1.1 Research Design  

As detailed in Table 2.2, the research objectives of this study are to: (1) identify the 

information needs of policy decision-makers and communicators related to citizens; (2) 

review current approaches used for collecting and analysing online citizen commentary for 

the purpose of understanding important public policy topics; (3) develop and pilot an 

approach for the systematic collection and qualitative analysis of online citizen commentary 

for use in policy decision-making and communication; and (4) evaluate the usefulness of the 

Systematic Approach and its findings for use in policy decision-making and communication. 

Understanding the information needs of individuals required a research approach 

capable of accounting for different perceptions of the same phenomenon, as well as how 

these perceptions were communicated. Research on “communication”, in particular 

attitudinal and evaluative forms of communication, focuses on “communication whereby 

communicators and stakeholders… are relationally active in creating, amending and re-

constructing meanings and, thus, in transforming their social worlds” (Daymon & Holloway, 

2011, p. 4). The idea that meaning and the evaluation of phenomena can be communicatively 
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(co)constructed carries with it underlying philosophical assumptions relevant to qualitative 

social research (Daymon & Holloway, 2011). 

The following two sections detail how these assumptions were operationalised into 

the selection of appropriate and complementary ontological and epistemological positions.    

3.1.2 Ontology 

An individual’s ontological position relates “to being, to what is, to what exists” (Hay, 

2011, p. 463). Defining one’s ontological position helps to answer “what is the nature of the 

social and political reality to be investigated?” (Hay, 2011, p. 463). This thesis investigated 

how different individuals and groups formulate various attitudes toward, and evaluations of, 

policy information and evidence, as well as the way policy-makers may use such information. 

Consequently, an ontological position that understands “reality” and “knowledge” as ongoing 

processes of negotiation was necessary. The research in this thesis therefore took the 

ontological position of social constructionism, asserting “that social phenomena and their 

meanings are continually accomplished by social actors” (Bryman, 2012, p. 710). In other 

words, the social constructionist position “views knowledge as created by the interactions of 

individuals within society” (Andrews, 2012, p. 3). According to Crotty (1998), this line of 

inquiry centres on a belief that 

[t]ruth, or meaning, comes into existence in and out of our engagement with 

the realities in our world. There is no meaning without a mind. Meaning is 

not discovered, but constructed. In this understanding of knowledge, it is 

clear that different people may construct meaning in different ways, even in 

relation to the same phenomenon. (pp. 8-9) 
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In social constructionism, primacy is given to the role of discourse in “maintaining, 

modifying and reconstructing subjective reality” (Andrews, 2012, p. 3). This primacy is 

essential if one wishes to investigate the processes through which individuals and groups 

negotiate and (co)construct their social realities. 

It is necessary to clarify that in adopting the social constructionist position, i.e., that 

meaning comes into existence through ongoing communicative (co)construction, the thesis 

does not claim that reality does not exist outside of language (Burr, 1998; Hammersley, 1990; 

Nightingale & Cromby, 2002; Potter, 1996). A phenomenon may exist as an independent 

reality, but labels for that phenomenon (e.g., “policy issue”) and the diverse meanings around 

that phenomenon negotiated by different individuals are socially constructed. Drawing from 

Hammersley (1990), Andrews (2012) notes that this position 

acknowledges the existence of an independent reality, a world that has an 

existence independent of our perception of it, but denies that there can be 

direct access to that reality; emphasising instead representation not 

reproduction of social phenomena. (p. 4) 

This focus on representation brings into view the active role of the social 

constructionist researcher. Without direct access to the “reality” of a given phenomenon, the 

researcher is tasked with representation rather than reproduction of that which is under 

investigation, by engaging with the processes that give it meaning. Burr (1998) takes a 

pragmatic approach to the issue of a reality outside of language, writing: 

[s]ince we cannot escape the effects of language … we should therefore 

dispense with the question as to what might lie behind discourse and 

concentrate instead on how accounts are constructed and what they 

achieve. (p. 19) 
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In the context of this thesis, there can be no direct access to the “objective reality” of 

a specific policy domain (phenomena) that individuals and groups express attitudes toward 

on social or online media. Nor is there direct access to the objective reality of what constitutes 

the best information for policy decision-making. There is, however, an ability to represent the 

meaning(s) and evaluation(s) that individuals and groups ascribe to a specific policy domain, 

or piece of information, and the processes involved in the (co)construction of that meaning 

or evaluation. 

If one’s ontological position answers the question “what exists to be known?”, then 

their epistemological position answers “what are the conditions of acquiring knowledge of 

that which exists?” (Hay, 2011, p. 464). Section 3.2.3 explores the relationship between 

ontology and epistemology, and justifies the choice of interpretivism as the thesis’ 

epistemological approach. 

3.1.3 Epistemology  

For Blaikie (1993), the epistemological position refers “to the claims or assumptions 

made about the ways in which it is possible to gain knowledge of reality” (pp. 6-7). 

Epistemology is directly dependent on ontology. If ontology refers to the nature of the social 

reality to be investigated, and epistemology to ‘what we can know about it’, then “ontology 

logically precedes epistemology” (Hay, 2011, p. 462) in the sense that the ‘it’ can only be 

specified by the first. 

Having taken the ontological position of social constructionism, an epistemological 

lens was required that could account for the existence of multiple subjective “realities” 

communicatively (co)constructed by individuals and groups. In other words, the thesis started 

from the ontological position that the “objective reality” of a phenomenon cannot be 
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reproduced by the researcher (Andrews, 2012; Burr, 1998; Potter, 1996). However, the 

researcher can elucidate the multiple meanings that individuals and groups ascribe to 

phenomena, and therefore the multiple “subjective realities” borne from maintaining, 

modifying and reconstructive roles of discourse. To gain access to these multiple realities, this 

thesis employed an interpretivist epistemology. 

Interpretivism fits the ontological choice of social constructionism in that it does not 

necessarily deny the existence of an external or physical reality, but asserts scepticism as to 

whether that reality is “knowable in any direct and sure way” (Willis, 2007, p. 194). By taking 

an interpretivist position, the study recognises the inaccessibility of an external reality, and 

instead focuses on understanding the processes behind the social construction of subjective 

realities (Crotty, 1998; Daymon & Holloway, 2011; Willis, 2007). According to Willis (2007): 

different people and different groups have different perceptions of the 

world. Acknowledging multiple perspectives recognizes that basic condition 

of human existence and often helps to elucidate why different individuals 

and groups behave the way they do. (p. 194) 

An interpretivist researcher begins by acknowledging the uniqueness of the individual, 

setting or phenomenon under investigation (Daymon & Holloway, 2011). This 

acknowledgement requires the researcher “to examine the influences that the social context 

has upon the actions under study by seeking out and documenting multiple viewpoints along 

with reasons for them” (Klein & Meyers, 1999, p. 77). For this thesis, this required attention 

to the contextual factors influencing individual and group (co)construction of meaning around 

policy information and evidence, and the contextual factors influencing policy-maker 

perceptions of information usefulness. The interpretivist approach acknowledges the 

subjectivity inherent in representing the views of others. The purpose, then, was not to pass 



87 
 

judgement on any particular attitude or subjective reality toward a policy domain or 

information type, but rather to understand the ways that individuals communicate and 

(co)construct these attitudes and realities. As the project also sought to understand the 

perspectives and evaluations of policy-makers, interpretivism enabled contextualised 

exploration into multiple reasonings behind held beliefs. The objective was not to predict 

behaviours or test a hypothesis, but rather “to uncover the meanings by which people 

understand their own experiences” (Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 102). 

In conclusion, ontology explains the nature of the social reality under investigation, 

while epistemology details the conditions of access to knowledge about this reality. The 

following methodology section articulates how this thesis went about acquiring that 

knowledge. 

3.1.4 Research Methodology  

Methodology “shapes our choice and use of particular methods and links them to the 

desired outcomes” (Crotty, 1998, p. 7). The thesis aimed to explore how individuals 

(co)construct meaning about policy issues on social media, and how policy-makers evaluate 

the usefulness of information for decision-making. The contextual nature of meaning 

construction required boundaries to be set around the investigation. For example, it would 

not have been possible to collect and analyse all the possible ways that meaning can be 

(co)constructed about policy topics or to explore the utility of this information for policy-

makers across the myriad of contemporary policy domains. The study therefore used a case 

study methodology to explore the phenomenon of using online citizen commentary for use 

in decision-making in a specific policy context. 
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The case study approach is an exploration of a “bounded system” that takes place 

“over time through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of 

information rich in context” (Creswell, 1998, p. 61). A case study may include a number of 

units of analysis and may be selected for a variety of reasons (e.g., uniqueness, complexity, 

opportunity, originality) (Patton, 2014). Yin (2003) advocates using a case study approach to 

investigate new phenomena, as case studies allow for the discovery of context and holistic 

understanding. Case studies are considered a valuable approach when the primary purpose 

“is to generate in-depth understanding of a … programme, policy, institution or system to 

generate knowledge and/or inform policy development” (Simons, 2009, p. 21). 

Commonly, a case study approach uses multiple cases to produce generalisations 

about a phenomenon (Creswell, 1998; Eisenhardt, 1989; Patton, 2014). However, the use of 

few-case and single case studies is valuable in certain circumstances. For example,  a single 

case study approach is appropriate when complex, interrelated systems produce 

contextualised data that is multi-layered, rich and time-consuming to analyse (Easton, 2010; 

Flyvbjerg, 2006). Few-case case studies can be seen as “opportunities for further refining our 

hitherto conceptualization of general processes” (Tsoukas, 2009, p. 286); by noticing 

analogies between the particular case under study and others, the researcher is able to “draw 

new distinctions and, thus, further refine what is currently known (p. 286). 

Flyvbjerg (2006) argues that research based on a single case study should not be 

required to reduce or summarise a complex phenomenon at the cost of losing story quality 

or the “irreducible quality of good case narrative” (p. 237). They suggest that single case 

studies will often contain “a substantial element of narrative… [but that] a particularly ‘thick’ 

or hard-to-summarize narrative is not a problem” (p. 237); instead, these rich, dense case 
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narratives more accurately reflect the “contextual and interpenetrating nature of forces” (p. 

238). These cases should be reported in an open manner that provides the reader with a 

“sensitivity to the issues at hand” without forcing them “down any one theoretical path or 

[give] the impression that truth might lie at the end of such path” (p. 238). This focus on 

narrative rather than summarisation, or the portrayal of all possible dimensions to a case, is 

in keeping with the interpretivist epistemological position outlined in Section 3.2.3, most 

notably in the way Flyvbjerg’s (2006) approach acknowledges the futility in trying to describe 

the totality or ‘objective reality’ of a given case. 

Therefore, a single case was selected to direct the inquiry of this investigation and to 

explore a bounded system in-depth (Creswell, 1998). The case was selected for its richness in 

desired online citizen commentary data, its ongoing political importance in Australia, and its 

position within a policy domain that has identified a need for improved understanding of 

community attitudes for more effective policy decision-making. The case of the NSW Shark 

Management Strategy is detailed in Section 3.2.  

3.2 Case Study: NSW Shark Management Strategy  

In 2015-2016, 22 people were bitten by sharks across NSW— with multiple injuries 

and one fatally in the area of northern New South Wales, Australia (Australian Shark Attack 

File, 2015, 2016). Community concern over these incidents catalysed the government to 

invest $16 million in a five-year initiative: the NSW Shark Management Strategy (SMS). The 

key objective of this strategy was to “increase protection for beach goers from shark 

interactions while minimising harm to sharks and other marine life”. During this time, a report 

commissioned under the SMS found that while a range of shark management strategies had 

been adopted in different regions (e.g., shark nets, shark culls, surveillance), and new 
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technologies were emerging, there was, as yet, no “best option” to mitigate unprovoked 

shark bites (Cardno, 2015). 

The lack of clarity over a solution, and another shark incident on the north coast of 

NSW in 2016 led the media to report that Mike Baird, then Premier of NSW, had backflipped 

on his initial opposition to the use of shark mesh nets, by eventually calling for their 

installation on the state’s north coast (Coultan & Vogler, 2016). Such was the intensity of 

media and public attention at the time, that then Prime Minister Tony Abbott considered 

implementing a shark culling program in NSW (Dengate, 2016; Neff & Wynter, 2017). The 

fallout from the perceived state government’s policy backflip, and repeated accusations of 

“knee-jerk” policy-making by media, and some sections of the community, in the aftermath 

of the encounters were eventually cited as reasons for subsequent loss of public confidence 

in the Premier (Georgakis, 2016; Godfrey, 2017; Vogler, 2016). 

These shark encounters and the surrounding policy controversy saw the publication 

of numerous news media articles, but also prompted widespread public discussion across 

social media (Simmons, Mehmet, & Clarke, 2017). A broad trend of increasing shark 

encounters in Australia has coincided with the rise of social media use and a growing capacity 

for citizens to share information and images. While media and public attention to these 

encounters eventually abated in the ensuing months, social media analysis has revealed new 

spikes of social media activity occurring after shark encounters and shark-related policy 

decisions (Simmons & Mehmet, 2018). 

While public and media attention may subside between encounters or policy changes, 

the issue of human-shark coexistence has sustained significant attention from policy-makers 

and academics—illustrated by the commissioning of a NSW Department of Primary Industries 
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report on community attitudes to coexisting with sharks (Simmons et al., 2017), a NSW State 

Government report into various shark management strategies (Legislative Assembly 

Committee on Investment, 2016); a Federal Senate report on shark mitigation and deterrent 

measures (Environment and Communications References Committee, 2017), and a range of 

academic papers (Fraser-Baxter, 2017; Gray & Gray, 2017; Hammerton & Ford, 2018; McCagh 

et al., 2015; Neff, 2012; Pepin‐Neff & Wynter, 2018). 

The contested and complex nature of shark management in NSW is evident in these 

reports and studies. Because the public reacts vocally to policy changes and proposals, policy-

makers cannot make decisions based solely on scientific data or expert advice, but are tasked 

with considering the attitudes and thinking of the general public toward policy options. As the 

literature review outlined in Chapter 2, policy-makers are now recognising the benefits to 

incorporating community thinking into their decisions (Charalabidis et al., 2014; Medaglia & 

Zhu, 2017; Schmidthuber & Hilgers, 2017).  

The role of community thinking is also reflected in contemporary approaches to 

managing wildlife and human-wildlife coexistence (Carter & Linnell, 2016; Lewandowski, 

2015; Madden & McQuinn, 2015; Sjölander-Lindqvist et al., 2015). In periods of intense public 

pressure, for example, it is timing—rather than quality—that drives decision-making 

processes around human-wildlife coexistence (Lewandowski, 2015). Instead of considering a 

diversity of community attitudes before deciding on policy options, decision-makers may seek 

“quick solutions” to quell dissatisfaction—an observation reflected in the history of NSW 

shark management policy. However, for policies around human-wildlife coexistence to be 

successful, policy-makers must make decisions with sensitivity to various community 

“interests, values, short and long term objectives, ideologies, and particular norms” 
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(Sjölander-Lindqvist et al., 2015, p. 181). By understanding the diverse knowledge among 

community members, policy-makers are  positioned to account for “reasons for engagement, 

and understanding that their meanings, intentions and aspirations will manifest in 

governance and planning practices (Sjölander-Lindqvist et al., 2015, p. 181). 

For the purposes of this thesis, the case of human-shark coexistence in NSW is an 

“information-oriented selection”, whereby a case is chosen “on the basis of expectations 

about their information content” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 230). Human-shark coexistence policy 

in NSW has proven an ongoing challenge for policy-makers, eliciting complex and nuanced 

commentary from the community (Crossley, Collins, Sutton, & Huveneers, 2014; Gray & Gray, 

2017; Pepin‐Neff & Wynter, 2018) that features prominently on social media (Simmons & 

Mehmet, 2018; Simmons et al., 2017). Importantly, those tasked with managing wildlife-

human coexistence are beginning to recognise that policy-makers must consider the 

attitudes, interests, and general thinking of communities (Lewandowski, 2015; Sjölander-

Lindqvist et al., 2015). 

As such, this study examines how relevant policy-makers may benefit from 

understanding community thinking concerning human-shark coexistence in NSW expressed 

on social media, and how these social media attitudes may be systematically collected and 

qualitatively analysed for use in public policy decision-making. This policy area has an 

identified need for more information regarding the thinking of citizens. The exact information 

required, however, has hitherto not been explored and typologised.  

Rather than anticipate the type of information that policy decision-makers require 

about citizens, this thesis engages directly with these experts to identify their specific 
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information needs. In doing so, it builds a foundation from which a systematic qualitative 

citizensourcing approach can be developed to address the needs of policy-makers.  

Section 3.3 details methods of data collection and analysis used in each of the research 

studies, with direct reference to the research aim and objectives outlined in Chapter 2.4.1.  

3.3 Methods of Data Collection and Analysis 

Chapter 3 has so far outlined the ontological and epistemological positions from which 

this thesis approaches the process of research and justified the use of the qualitative case 

study methodology. Section 3.3 now details the specific methods of data collection and 

analysis used to achieve the objectives of each research study. More complete and detailed 

explanations, however, can be found in each research study chapter (see Chapters 4, 5, 6, and 

7). This section uses elements of Table 2.2 to illustrate the relationship between methods of 

data collection and analysis, and the specific research study being discussed. 

3.3.1 Study 1: Identifying the information needs of policy decision makers  

Table 3.1 - Study 1: Objective, research question, and sub-questions 

Study  Study Objective and Research Question Study Sub-questions 

Study 1:  
Listening to the 

experts 

Objective 
To identify the information needs of policy 

decision makers and communicators 
 

Research Question 
What types of information do policy decision 

makers and communicators require for 
confident decision making? 

How are policy and communication 

decisions made in government? 

Why do decisions need to be made? 

What do policy makers require to 

make good decisions? 

What information is required about, 

or from, citizens, specifically for 

policy decision making? 
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Study 1 privileges the voices of experts involved in various aspects of the policy-

making process, so uses semi-structured interviews to identify and categorise the information 

needs of policy decision-makers as they relate to citizens (see Chapter 4). This method, based 

on listening to domain experts and understanding how they co-construct and co-evaluate the 

usefulness of information types, is appropriate to the interpretivist epistemological position 

taken within the thesis (Section 3.1.3).  

A semi-structured interviewing approach was chosen for this study for its strength in 

“exploring informant perspectives and perceptions” (Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 220). For 

an interpretivist researcher, interviews offer a way of collaboratively exploring “the 

meanings, ideas, feelings, intentions of various stakeholders or publics” (Daymon & Holloway, 

2011, p. 220). The qualitative interviewing approach begins with the assumption “that the 

perspective of others is meaningful and knowable and can be made explicit” (Patton, 2014, 

p. 426). In the context of Study 1, this knowledge refers to the evaluations and categorisations 

that policy-makers assign to information they understand as being particularly useful for 

decision-making purposes.  

The interview guide used in Study 1 was influenced by Witzel and Reiter’s (2012) 

‘problem-centred interview’ approach, in which researcher and participant co-construct 

problems and solutions together, and the “researcher’s prior knowledge meets with the 

respondent’s practical knowledge” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012a, p. 18). The ‘problem’ centred and 

collaboratively explored in these interviews was how to determine what types of information 

were needed in policy decision-making situations and how these needs changed with context. 

Initial, provisional, and axial coding were used together to analyse the interview 

transcripts (Charmaz, 2014; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Saldana, 2016), complementing the 
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problem-centred interviewing approach by identifying “properties and dimensions of 

categories – conceptual ideas that bring together similarly coded and related passages of 

data” (Saldana, 2016, p. 115). This combination of analytic approaches was in keeping with 

the objective of listening to the experts regarding their information needs, while 

acknowledging the directed and purposeful nature of the research study. The openness of 

data analysis in Study 1 also reflected the epistemological choice of interpretivism by 

“acknowledging multiple perspectives” (Willis, 2007, p. 194) and using these perspectives to 

understand the social construction of policy-maker evaluations and attitudes toward 

information use in decision making.  

3.3.2 Study 2a: Reviewing current approaches for collecting and analysing online citizen 

commentary 

Table 3.2 - Study 2a: Objective, research question, and sub-questions 

Study  Study Objective and Research Question Study Sub-questions 

Study 2a: 
 Mapping 
previous 
research  

Objective 

To review current approaches used for 
collecting and analysing online citizen 

commentary for the purpose of 
understanding important public policy topics 

 

Research Question 

What are the common procedural steps 
taken in research using online citizen 
commentary as data in public policy 

research? 

 

What terminology is used in 

reference to this type of data? (e.g., 

online comments, social media 

posts, citizen perspectives) 

What online sources are data 

collected from? 

How are online data sources 

identified and their inclusion 

justified? 

What are the unique ethical 

considerations of online research 

using publicly available online citizen 

commentary? 

What method(s) are used to collect 

(extract) online citizen commentary 

data in policy research? 
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What method(s) are used to analyse 

online citizen commentary data in 

policy research? 

 

 The second objective of this thesis was to review current approaches, already 

reported in published academic research, that are used to collect and analyse online citizen 

commentary about matters of policy importance. To do so required a method of data 

collection that could provide an overview of the ways contemporary literature is engaging 

with this broad approach to digital research, the methods it uses to do so, and why certain 

research design choices are made. This objective was accomplished in Study 2: Part A (Chapter 

5) through the use of the systematic mapping study method (Petersen, Vakkalanka, & 

Kuzniarz, 2015). 

 Study 2: Part A was designed with the intention of understanding how previous 

research had used online citizen commentary data collected from social and online media. 

These examples of previous research were distinct from the citizensourcing work reviewed in 

Chapter 2.2.2, and instead represented ad hoc approaches to using the aforementioned data 

for understanding citizen thinking about matters of policy importance.  

 A systematic mapping methodology is used to review topic-specific literature to 

understand and synthesize scholarly production associated with a concept (Guajardo Leal, 

Navarro-Corona, & Valenzuela González, 2019). Systematic mapping studies allow 

researchers to explore linkages between research papers. Unlike traditional systematic 

literature reviews, which seek to compare and evaluate findings, mapping studies “are based 

on the concept that published articles not only represent findings, but, indirectly, represent 

activity related to the findings” (Cooper, 2016, p. 76). 
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 The systematic mapping study used an inductively developed framework enabling 

findings from the reviewed papers to be categorised across commonalities and differences 

for analysis. The full design and conduct of the systematic mapping study is outlined in 

Chapter 5.  

3.3.3 Study 2b: Developing and piloting an approach for the systematic collection and 

qualitative analysis of online citizen commentary for use in policy and communication 

decision making  

 

Table 3.3 - Study 2b: Objective, research question, and sub-questions 

Study  Study Objective and Research Question Study Sub-questions 

Study 2b:  
Developing and 

piloting the 
Systematic 
Approach 

Objective 
To develop and pilot a systematic approach 
to the collection and qualitative analysis of 
online citizen commentary for use in policy 

decision making and communication. 
 

Research Question 
What is a practical approach to the 

systematic collection and qualitative analysis 
of online citizen commentary for use in policy 

decision making and communication? 

What steps are required for a 

systematic approach to collecting 

and analysing online citizen 

commentary for use in policy 

decision making and 

communication? 

What methods of collecting online 

citizen commentary are plausible to 

implement on a systematic basis? 

How can online citizen commentary 

be analysed to meet the information 

needs of policy decision makers and 

communicators?  

How can the unique ethical 

considerations of online research 

using publicly available online citizen 

commentary be addressed?  

 

 The third objective of this thesis was to develop and pilot an approach for 

systematically collecting and qualitatively analysing online citizen commentary for use in 
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policy and communication decision-making. This objective was met in Study 2: Part A (Chapter 

5). 

 The development component of this research study did not employ a traditional 

method of data collection. Rather, the Systematic Approach was developed by synthesising 

the policy-maker information needs identified in Study 1 with the insights drawn from the 

systematic mapping study in Chapter 5.2 regarding best practice use of social and online 

media data for understanding citizen thinking about policy matters. This synthesis resulted in 

the development of a six stage Systematic Approach focused on the needs of public 

policymakers, influenced by the netnographic research techniques of (Kozinets, 2019) (see 

Chapter 5.3) 

 The piloting component of this objective was then achieved in Study 2: Part B. This 

involved the implementation of the six stage approach using the policy case study outlined in 

Section 3.2. This stage contained two pilot studies, both involving the identification, 

extraction, and analysis of online citizen commentary related to shark management in NSW, 

Australia.  

Analysis of data in the pilot studies was informed by the imperative of “just the right 

amount of structure to facilitate close examination, but not so much as to preclude creative 

discovery” (Fisher, 2017, p. 41). The categories of useful policy decision-making information 

identified in Study 1 were used to structure this data analysis (see Chapter 6), however 

analysis remained open to discovery and ready for confirmation or contradiction and 

innovation.  



99 
 

3.3.4 Study 3: Evaluating the usefulness of the Systematic Approach and its findings for use 

in policy decision making and communication  

The final objective of this thesis was to evaluate the usefulness of the Systematic 

Approach and its findings for use in policy decision-making and communication. 

Accomplishing this objective required a method of data collection that would enable multiple 

policy decision-making experts to experience, attend to, and understand the Systematic 

Approach, and then collectively evaluate various components of it. Further, the method of 

data collection would need to accommodate professionals who are often time poor and 

geographically dispersed.  

 

Table 3.4 - Study 3: Objective, research question, and sub-questions 

Study  Study Objective and Research Question Study Sub-questions 

Study 3:  
Evaluating the 

Systematic 
Approach with 

the experts 

Objective 
To evaluate with policy and communications 
experts the usefulness of a novel approach to 

the systematic collection and qualitative 
analysis of online citizen commentary for use 

in policy decision making 
 

Research Question 
How do policy-makers evaluate the 

usefulness of a novel approach to the 
systematic collection and qualitative analysis 

of online citizen commentary and the 
information it provides? 

How can a novel approach to 

systematically collecting and 

analysing online citizen commentary 

for policy decision making be 

evaluated?  

How do policy and communications 

experts evaluate the usefulness of 

the novel Systematic Approach for 

providing them access and 

understanding to online citizen 

commentary about issues of policy 

importance?  

How do policy-makers and 

communicators evaluate the 

usefulness of the information 

provided by the Systematic 

Approach? 
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How can the Systematic Approach 

be improved for future use? 

In what policy decision making 

contexts is the Systematic Approach 

to collecting and analysing online 

citizen commentary most useful or 

beneficial?  

 

  

 Given these criteria, Study 3 used a virtual discussion group, similar to an online focus 

group, with accompanying presentation materials (i.e., videos) to explain the conduct of the 

Systematic Approach and the results produced for the two case studies (see Chapter 7). This 

method of data collection allowed for multiple experts to engage asynchronously with the 

presentation materials, and to provide written feedback and evaluations at a time and 

location convenient to them. Moreover, it provided a space in which these experts could 

discuss their evaluations and comment on one another’s feedback. This discursive 

arrangement encouraged disagreement and critique between participants to identify 

strengths and weaknesses within the Systematic Approach.  

 A hybrid evaluation framework was developed (Chapter 7.2.3) to guide the structure 

and analysis of these discussions. This hybrid framework combined practical evaluative 

criteria used in government with theoretical perspectives from Loukis et al. (2017). 

Specifically, it comprised program evaluation categories in government such as efficiency and 

effectiveness, as well as theoretical perspectives such as wicked social problems theory, 

crowd-sourcing, and diffusion of innovation theory (Loukis et al., 2017). More detail regarding 

this hybrid evaluative framework and the analytic approach used in the expert discussion 

group are provided in Chapter 7.  
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3.3.5 Addressing research subjectivity and bias   

As outlined in Section 3.1, the methodological framework used in this thesis, and by 

extension the methods of data collection and analysis, sit within the interpretivist qualitative 

research tradition. It is important then, as with all research, to discuss matters of researcher 

subjectivity, bias, and reflexivity. This section reflects on these three aforementioned 

concepts within qualitative research, and the tactics employed to ensure the research 

contained within this thesis incorporated reflexivity to offset the problem of researcher 

interpretation in data analysis.  

Noted in Section 3.1.3, consideration must be given to the subjectivity inherent in 

representing the views of others within interpretivist qualitative research. On the relationship 

between subjectivity, bias, and the utility of research findings, Galdas (2017) notes that 

“recognizing and understanding research bias is crucial for determining the utility of study 

results and an essential aspect of evidence-based decision-making” (p. 1). Recognising and 

understanding one’s research bias requires, at the same time, recognising “that the 

subjectivity of the researcher is intimately involved in scientific research…from the choice of 

topics that one studies, to formulating hypotheses, to selecting methodologies, and 

interpreting data” (Ratner, 2002, p. 1).  To foster an environment of self-reflective recognition 

of subjectivity within this thesis, the researcher has proactively implemented critical 

reflexivity into the methods of data collection and analysis within each research project. Each 

of these tactics were implemented, not with the aim of arriving at an ‘objective’ portrayal of 

reality (Section 3.1.2), or of separating the researcher and the research, but to ensure the 

researcher “has been transparent and reflexive…about the processes by which data have 

been collected, analyzed, and presented” (Galdas, 2017, p. 2). 
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Study 1 (Chapter 4) has reflexivity and transparency built into its research foundation 

through the use of the Problem-Centred Interview approach (Witzel & Reiter, 2012a) (see 

Section 4.3.1). By design, the Problem-Centred Interview approach brings a researcher’s prior 

(subjective) knowledge and bias to the surface, addressing it proactively through 

conversations with domain-expert research participants (Witzel & Reiter, 2012a). In this way, 

the researcher’s interpretation is front and centre during the data collection phase, and used 

transparently as a source of existing thinking to then meet with “respondent’s practical 

knowledge” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012a, p. 18). 

In addition to the use of the Problem-Centred Interview approach, Study 1 also  

contains several sections (Section 4.5.5, 4.6.3, 4.7.5) in which the researcher critically reflects 

on how the specific findings arrived at and reported are inherently tied to the conversations 

that emerged through dialogue between researcher and participant, rather than all possible 

understandings of the topics being discussed. These periodic reflections provide space for 

transparency and vulnerability for the researcher, with methodoligcal limitations and their 

impact on research findings laid bare.  

Study 2a (Chapter 5) required the mapping of multiple research studies to an 

inductively developed framework, requiring multiple subjective decisions about how best 

studies might be categorised (Section 5.2.1). To reduce the possiblity of bias, Study 2a 

employed checks of intercoder consistency during the development of the aforementioned 

framework and coding of studies (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020). This process of intercoder 

consistency was undertaken by the main researcher and two of his supervisors, in which each 

was provided the same set of studies to code, and then came together to compare 

impressions of the data and identify overlaps and divergences. The purpose of including this 



103 
 

process, as articulated by O’Connor and Joffe (2020), was to improve the “systematicity, 

communicability, and transparency of the coding process; promoting reflexivity and dialogue 

within research teams; and helping convince diverse audiences of the trustworthiness of the 

analysis” (p. 1).       

The design of Study 3 (Chapter 7) was also undergird by concern for reflexivity, namely 

through its focus on returning to policy decision-makers to evaluate the research findings of 

Study 2. Outlined in Section 7.2.1, Study 3 ‘closed the loop’ back to the policy decision-makers 

who contributed to Study 1, and by extension to the design of the Systematic Approach 

detailed in Study 2b. In this way, Study 3 serves the additional purpose of acting as a 

supplementary check on the researcher’s subjective interpretation of their information needs 

outlined in Section 4.7. Further, Study 3 offers several critical reflections and suggestions 

(Section 7.7) for how the researcher’s interpretation, and the Systematic Approach, can be 

improved to more accurately reflect what it is that the participants of Study 1 intended when 

they articulated their information needs.   

 Section 3.3.5 has detailed the steps take within this thesis to address issues of 

researcher subjectivity, bias, and reflexivity. It has outlined how, in each of the three studies, 

strategies have been used that promote transparency in data collection and analysis 

decisions, and opportunities have been provided for research participants to play an integral 

role in the interpretation and evaluation of their contributions.  
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3.4  Chapter Summary 

Chapter 3 detailed the chosen research methodologies and design for this thesis. 

Constructionist and interpretivist approaches to ontology and epistemology were selected as 

the most appropriate lens through which to understand the research process and address the 

research aims and objectives. The philosophical assumptions inherent in these lenses 

understand knowledge and meaning as (co)constructed concepts that form through repeated 

discursive dialogue. The thesis aims to improve policy decision- makers’ abilities to access and 

understand online citizen commentary about matters of policy importance.  

This aim was further divided into four actionable research objectives that were 

explored through the use of a qualitative case study (Section 3.3). Methods of data collection 

and analysis that complemented each objective were carefully selected for corresponding 

research studies. As Section 3.3 suggests, the thesis progressively builds through sequential 

research studies, whereby the findings of each study inform the design and implementation 

of those succeeding it. Chapter 4 details Study 1 and the beginning of this process, in which 

the semi-structured interviews were used to identify and categorise the information needs of 

policy decision-makers.  
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Chapter Four: Categorising policy-maker information needs 
 

4.1 Introduction  

The central aim of this thesis is to contribute to policy decision-makers’ abilities to 

access and understand online citizen commentary about issues of policy importance. To begin 

addressing this aim, Study 1 was designed to identify and categorise the types of information 

considered useful in policy decision making. To develop this insight, the study sought the 

perspectives of policy-makers involved in various aspects of the policy process. This study is 

the first in the doctoral project’s research design, as illustrated by Figure 4.1. 

 

Study 1 sought to contextualise and empirically ground findings in the every-day 

realities of participants to best appreciate how different types of information were used.  It 

explored important contemporary dimensions of policy decision-making with participants, as 

Interviews with 
policy decision 

makers to identify 
needs

Review of current 
literature to identify 

best practice and 
areas for 

improvement

Develop Systematic 
Approach with 

multiple influences

Piloting, recording, 
and reflecting on 

Systematic Approach 
with real policy 

cases

Evaluating 
usefulness of 

systematic approach 
by returning back to 

polciy decision 
makers

Figure 4.1 - Study 1 position within research design 
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well as what they understood as requirements for making good decisions. This task of 

grounding the research was aided by Witzel and Reiter’s (2012a) problem-centred interview 

design, in which particular attention is paid to respondent’s practical every-day knowledge. 

Research on information use within policy decision-making has tended to focus on 

‘higher-order’ qualities of information, such as credibility, reliability, and legitimacy (Cash et 

al., 2002; Dunn & Laing, 2017). Another considerable body of literature concentrates on 

information creation and exchange between various parties in policy creation (Armstrong et 

al., 2013; Cvitanovic et al., 2015; Marshall et al., 2017). These research areas make important 

contributions to understanding information use within policy decision-making. However, this 

study aimed to extend previous work by categorising useful types of citizen information; this 

information would then guide the development of a qualitative approach to systematically 

collect and analyse said information from social and online media. The categorisation of 

useful information in policy-making is a logical first step in the thesis’ sequential research 

design, and seeks to build a strong, practical foundation from which to address the thesis’ 

central aim. 

 This chapter details research undertaken with state-level policy decision-makers in 

New South Wales. The chapter begins by explaining why particular research participants were 

selected for sampling and how they were recruited (Section 4.2). Section 4.3 details and 

justifies the use of Witzel and Reiter’s (2012a) problem-centred interview design. The chapter 

then outlines the approach taken to data collection and analysis, findings for each research 

question, and explains the implications of this study for the thesis’ aim and subsequent stages 

of research.  
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The research questions in this study were: 

Research Question 1:  

What are important dimensions of policy decision-making? 

Research Question 2: 

What do policy makers require to make good decisions?  

Main Research Question:  

What categories of information are useful for policy decision-making? 

4.2 Sampling 

 Sampling considerations are critical to research design. Outlining decisions about the 

sampling of research participants enables those who engage with the work to understand 

who and what is under study. Section 4.2 details the sampling approach used to select and 

recruit interview participants in Study 1. In total, 13 interviews were conducted with policy 

decision-makers, whose job responsibilities ranged from community engagement to senior 

policy and research direction. This section describes the initial criteria used to demarcate an 

appropriate sample, and the choices made in selecting an appropriate mixture of positions 

and levels of seniority within the government department under study. The use of data 

saturation (Saunders et al., 2018) is justified as the principle concept guiding sample size. The 

purposive sampling method of expert sampling, and how experts were identified for 

recruitment in this study, are discussed. The section concludes by outlining the recruitment 

method used to contact participants and arrange interviews.   
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4.2.1 Sampling criteria and sample size  

  The objective of Study 1 was to identify and categorise the types of information 

considered useful in policy decision-making. This was achieved through the exploration of the 

shark management case study outlined in Chapter 3.2.  

Consequently, the first criterion developed for the sample population was that 

participants were recruited from the NSW Government department that oversees decisions 

related to this policy area, namely the NSW Department of Primary Industries (NSW DPI). The 

NSW DPI is the state government organisation that conducts research and policy 

implementation related to shark management, and provides advice to the elected Minister 

charged with oversight of the related portfolio. 

Additional sampling parameters were set using prior understanding of policy decision-

making as an iterative and dynamic process encompassing numerous roles and 

responsibilities, as detailed in the literature review (Chapter 2). For example, participants 

were likely to work across a number of policy areas concurrently, and shark management 

policy would vary in both importance and required engagement for them. An ideal sample, 

with richness and breadth of opinion, would encompass the various stages of policy-making 

(e.g., stakeholder engagement, policy design and implementation, organisational 

communication, general and specialised policy research, and evaluation) and require 

participants with varying levels of engagement with the case policy area. The criteria 

established for the sample population were that participants:  

1) Were at time of interview employees of the NSW Department of Primary Industries; 
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2) were involved in at least one of the aforementioned stages of policy decision-making 

(e.g., stakeholder engagement, policy design and implementation, organisational 

communication, general and specialised policy research, and policy evaluation); 

3) had a minimum of 12 months experience in their current role; and  

4) had some form of engagement with, or knowledge of, shark-human interaction policy.  

 With criteria developed for the sample population, considerations were made about 

sample size. Sampling progressed with a tentative sample size of 10-12 participants, which 

was within the suggested range for qualitative semi-structured interviews of this nature 

(Boddy, 2016; Rowley, 2012). The eventual sample size, however, remained open to revision, 

and was primarily guided by the principle of data saturation (Fusch & Ness, 2015; Saunders 

et al., 2018). Data saturation is a widely accepted qualitative research method that is 

understood to mean “that no additional data are being found…[and] as he sees similar 

instances over and over again, the researcher becomes empirically confident that a category 

is saturated” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 61). The eventual sample size ended up being 12 

interviews plus one pilot interview. Employing the concept of data saturation meant that the 

eventual sample size was not possible to determine until interviews were underway and 

analysis had commenced on incoming data.  

4.2.2 Purposive expert sampling  

Informed by the sampling criteria, and a tentative sample size of 10-12 participants, 

Study 1 used a purposive sampling technique to target specific knowledge holders in the 

domain of information use in policy decision-making. Purposive sampling refers to a family of 

techniques wherein the researcher uses varying degrees of personal judgement in selecting 

appropriate research participants (Saumure & Given, 2008). Purposive sampling means 
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participants are selected because “they meet pre-established criteria” (Saumure & Given, 

2008, p. 562). These techniques are commonly employed in qualitative research and are 

appropriate when a specific population (i.e., policy-makers) hold specialised knowledge about 

a domain relevant to one’s research enquiry (i.e., understanding categories of useful 

information in policy decision-making) (Palinkas, Horwitz, Green, Wisdom, Duan, & 

Hoagwood, 2015). Patton (2014) proposes that, “perhaps nothing better illustrates the 

difference between quantitative and qualitative methods than the different logics that 

undergird their sampling approaches” (p. 264). Within the family of purposive sampling 

techniques sit a number of approaches to selecting research participants (e.g., quota 

sampling, convenience sampling, and expert sampling) (Daniel, 2012).  

The technique of purposive expert sampling was appropriate for Study 1 given the 

directed nature of the study and the criteria used to identify participants. Expert sampling is 

a form of purposive sampling in which experts, or people with specialised knowledge of a 

particular domain, are the subjects of the purposive sampling (Etikan, 2015). Watters and 

Biernacki (1989) note that purposive sampling allows for participants to be selected “for 

specific attributes that preliminary research has identified as targets for study” (p. 426). 

Expert sampling enables researchers to gather rich perspectives and input from participants 

“through their knowledge, experiences, and expertise” (Patton, 2018, p. 471), and enables 

them to use previously developed theoretical sensitivity about a particular domain (e.g., 

policy decision-making) to approach the every-day practical knowledge of expert participants 

(Witzel & Reiter, 2012a).  

A two-stage process was used to identify potential ‘expert’ participants holding 

relevant knowledge of, and experience with, shark management policy. As participants were 
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to be recruited from a specific organisation, effort was first made to obtain a publicly available 

organisational map that outlined positions within the NSW DPI and their relation to one 

another. This organisational chart outlined departmental branches and positions, along with 

their hierarchical/vertical relationships to other branches/job titles.  

Using the descriptions provided on the web pages for each departmental branch, a 

number of branches were excluded from further sampling due to operating outside the scope 

of the research focus (these included: Agriculture; Biosecurity & Food Safety; Investment & 

Business Development; and Services & Coordination) (DPI, 2018). Additionally, publicly 

available information on the NSW Public Service Commission (NSWPSC) website outlines the 

Australia-wide process used to classify jobs in the Australian public service (NSWPSC, 2021). 

Review of the NSWPSC website provided further detail regarding the characteristics and 

operating context for various departmental positions, including “the work expected (i.e. 

responsibilities and duties) at each classification level” (NSWPSC, 2021). This combination of 

publicly available information made clear the internal structure of the NSW DPI, including the 

various jobs, their responsibilities, and hierarchical positions. 

The second stage of the expert identification process used the professional social 

networking platform LinkedIn to identify potential samples. Social networking platforms are 

increasingly used to identify or recruit study participants (Dusek, Yurova, & Ruppel, 2015; 

Fenner et al., 2012; Rife, Cate, Kosinski, & Stillwell, 2016), most notably by researchers in the 

health sciences (Baltar & Brunet, 2012; Gelinas et al., 2017; Khatri et al., 2015). Here, LinkedIn 

was used to identify expert participants, but not to contact or recruit them. LinkedIn account 

holders are able to publicly search specific organisations and occupations, and while LinkedIn 
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communities may not be “exhaustive populations of industry representatives, they might be 

considered suitable for initial targeting of subjects” (Dusek et al., 2015, p. 283).  

Using organisational maps and LinkedIn, 42 potential research participants were 

identified that met the sample criteria, i.e., held positions responsible for one of the 

aforementioned stages of policy-making. For matters of participant confidentiality, exact 

positions may not be disclosed, however, participants held positions that varied from senior 

levels of executive teams to managerial staff and community engagement. Work histories and 

proximity to shark management policy, as drawn from LinkedIn, were then used to reduce 

the pool further. In the end, 17 potential participants were then contacted via email to gauge 

interest in participating in the study.  

4.2.3 Recruitment 

 Prospective participants were first contacted by email to request their participation in 

an interview as part of a doctoral project on information use in policy decision-making. A 

project information sheet was included in this email. Two potential participants were unable 

to participate during the project’s timeframe, and two others excluded themselves from the 

sample after further discussion of the aim and objectives of the study. The remaining 13 

accepted the invitation.  

 A consent form was provided to all study participants outlining their ethical rights and 

the processes undertaken to anonymise their contributions during data analysis. Participants 

were required to return signed consent forms prior to interviews being conducted. Many 

participants wished to know more about the project, and the research purpose and rationale 

were explained via one-on-one phone conversations. Initial emails established the location of 

participants and the likelihood of physical or phone interviews.  
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4.2.4 Sample  

 Thirteen policy decision-makers participated in this study (including one interview 

originally intended as a pilot interview). The sample comprised employees of the NSW 

Department of Primary Industries, the main organisation responsible for designing and 

implementing policy concerning shark management. Study participants represented various 

stages of policy-making. Without divulging specific job titles, the spread of participants’ roles 

can be described as: stakeholder engagement (n = 2); general policy research (n = 3); 

specialised policy research on coastal  management, including sharks (n = 3); organisational 

communication (n = 2); and policy design and evaluation (n = 2). Study participants had been 

in their current positions for between one to four years. A range of professional and 

occupational backgrounds were represented, with some participants having spent decades in 

the public service, and others with private sector or academic experience. The sample were 

highly educated, all holding at minimum a Bachelor’s degree and six of the twelve holding a 

postgraduate degree. The sample included five males and six females. 

4.3 Interviews      

Section 4.3 details the practical components of the interview process, including 

location, length, and key themes explored. It then outlines the rationale for, and benefit of, 

adopting problem-centred interview design (Witzel & Reiter, 2012a) to address the research 

questions.  

Thirteen semi-structured interviews, including one initial pilot interview, were 

conducted between December 2018 and March 2019. The pilot interview helped develop 

familiarity with question sequencing and the use of probing questions (Patton, 2014).   
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Interview design was informed by the logic of problem-centred interviewing, whereby 

the researcher’s “prior knowledge defining and structuring the research interest in a 

preliminary way enters into a discursive dialogue with the respondent’s practical everyday 

knowledge about a relevant issue” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012c, p. 15). Semi-structured interviews 

allowed the researcher to facilitate discussion on the general topic area of policy decision-

making, and narrow interview questioning to important dimensions of policy decision-

making, requirements for good decision-making, and ultimately to categories of information 

considered useful. 

Six interviews were conducted in person (pre COVID-19) and seven by telephone due 

to geographic distance from the researcher. Interviews ranged from 35 minutes to just over 

one hour in duration and were recorded and then uploaded to a computer for verbatim 

transcription. An interview guide was used to direct conversation and establish consistency 

across interviews. Three broad themes for discussion underpinned the interview guide: 

 The daily roles and responsibilities of policy decision-making as fulfilled by 

interviewees  

 Conceptions of ideal policy decision-making conditions and the challenges faced in the 

reality of everyday practice 

 The types of information desired when making policy decisions, reasons for their 

importance, and how such information informs decision-making 

4.3.1 Problem-centred interview design  

 The use of discussion themes was informed by Witzel and Reiter’s (2012a) ‘problem-

centred interview’ approach. In problem-centred interviewing, researchers are imagined as 

‘well informed travellers’ who are “reasonably well-prepared and have a solid basis of prior 
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knowledge” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012c, p. 19). The researcher (or traveller) becomes ‘well 

informed’ through activities such as literature reviews, previous research, and prior 

professional experience, a process known as topic sensitisation (Witzel & Reiter, 2012c). 

These discussion themes act as a ‘preliminary roadmap and frame of reference’ that remain 

“open to modification and revision on the basis of conversations with the locals about what 

they consider relevant and worth seeing/noticing” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012c, p. 19).  In this 

project, the locals are represented by the policy-makers being interviewed, and it was through 

their insights, borne from practical everyday experience, that the research was directed to 

areas worthy of deeper investigation. 

 The strength of the problem-centred interview approach stems from the 

acknowledgement that researchers carry with them, much like a traveller, “a preliminary 

conceptual account of the problem [or location] in question” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012c, p. 25). 

Rather than binding the researcher to pre-established (and therefore potentially empirically 

ungrounded) avenues of investigation, the approach provides a methodical process through 

which a dialogue may form “between research (i.e. conceptual and theoretical interest in and 

knowledge about certain issues) and social reality (i.e. knowledge of individuals, experts in 

the field)” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012c, p. 30). Problem-centred interviews, therefore, enable the 

co-construction and reconstruction of problems where the “researcher’s prior knowledge 

meets with the respondent’s practical knowledge” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012b, p. 18). 

 The goal of the problem-centred interviewing approach, and by extension the 

rationale for its adoption in Study 1, is the co-development (by researcher and respondent), 

through dialogue, of knowledge and novel insights that help address a socially relevant 

problem (i.e., useful information in policy decision-making). This is achieved when “the 
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inductive moment of fully considering subjective perspectives complements the deductive 

moment of building upon available prior knowledge” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012b, p. 15).   

4.4 Analysis 

 The processes used to analyse interview data complement the use of problem-centred 

interviewing, and required acknowledgment that the researcher was analysing data having 

taken explicit part in the co-construction of said data by way of dialogue. 

 Section 4.4 begins by outlining the use of initial and provisional coding in the first 

cycle of data analysis, and their compatibility with problem-centred interviewing. It then 

describes the use of axial coding to develop categories and themes in the second cycle of data 

analysis. 

4.4.1 First cycle – Initial and Provisional coding  

 All interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim, then uploaded to CAQDAS 

NVivo 12. Interviews were read thoroughly, and comprehensive memos were taken—an 

important first step in the familiarisation and ‘digestion’ of data (Dey, 1993). Dey (1993) likens 

the process of memo writing to gardening, “by digging over the ground, we loosen the soil to 

make it possible for the seeds of our analysis to put down roots and grow” (p. 83). This initial 

step helped prepare the ground for analysis, while also creating what Creswell and Poth 

(2018) describe as a ‘digital audit trail’.  

 First cycle coding employed a combination of initial (Charmaz, 2014; Creswell & Poth, 

2018; Saldana, 2016) and provisional coding (Dey, 1993; Saldana, 2016). Initial coding was 

used to break down the data into discrete parts and search for “properties and dimensions of 

categories – conceptual ideas that bring together similarly coded and related passages of 
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data” (Saldana, 2016, p. 115). Charmaz (2014) explicitly links the logics of initial coding and 

problem-centred interviews, noting that initial coding remains “open-ended but 

acknowledge[s] that researchers hold prior ideas and skills” (p. 116). According to Dey (1993), 

this first step is important because “to compare observations, we must be able to identify bits 

of data which can be related for the purposes of comparison” (p. 95).  

Provisional coding was also used to help structure data analysis. Provisional coding 

refers to the development of anticipated categories “that may arise in the data yet to be 

collected” (Saldana, 2016, p. 168). A list of provisional codes may be developed from 

preparatory investigations that have sensitised the researcher to the field of inquiry, such as 

literature reviews, previous studies, and the current study’s conceptual framework and 

research questions (Saldaña, 2016). Provisional coding acknowledges that preliminary or 

tentative categories of incoming data may be anticipated, complementing the project’s 

problem-centred interview design that recognises the researcher’s topic sensitisation. 

Anticipated categories for this project, the rationale for their development, and their 

relevance to research questions (RQs) or main research question (MRQ) are presented in 

Table 4.1. 
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Table 4.1 - Provisional Coding List 

Code/Category Name Development Rationale Relevance to RQs 

Categories of information 

useful in policy decision 

making 

 Main focus of this project 

 Anticipated to represent a large and 
important section of the incoming data 

 Related to MRQ 

Reasons why decisions 

need to be made 

 Interview guide includes questions related 
to why decisions emerge 
 

 Related to RQ1 

Challenges of policy 

decision making 

 Interview guide includes questions related 
to challenges faced when making 
decisions  

 Related to RQ1 

Dimensions of ideal policy 

decision making conditions 

 Interview guide includes questions related 
to factors contributing to ‘effective’ or 
‘good’ policy decision-making 

 Related to RQ2 

Importance of 

understanding impact of 

policies on the lives of 

citizens 

 Interview guide includes a question 
related to this concept’s perceived 
importance 

 Literature review identified the concept as 
an important factor in policy decision 
making (Chapter 2.3.2.1) 

 Related to MRQ 

Importance of 

understanding level of 

citizen support for policies 

 Interview guide includes a question 
related to this concept’s perceived 
importance 

 Literature review identified the concept as 
an important factor in policy decision 
making (Chapter 2.3.2.1) 
 

 Related to MRQ 

  

 While provisional codes can help structure incoming data, they must be used carefully. 

Saldaña (2016) warns that using provisional codes may distort a researcher’s ‘fact-finding’ by 

blinding one to “what is really there” (p. 170). Saldaña (2016) cautions, “be careful: if you go 

look for something, you’ll find it” (p. 169). Similarly, Dey (1993) suggests that codes “still 

require confirmation in the data” (p. 97), meaning they are “grounded conceptually and 

empirically” (p. 96). To borrow Dey’s (1993) earlier gardening analogy, the crop must not be 

forced to grow when the conditions are not suitable, and if empirical data is left wanting for 



120 
 

a provisional code, so too should it be uprooted. As analysis progressed, the researcher was 

cognisant that the codes represented in Table 4.1 were neither comprehensive nor 

exhaustive, and could require modification, expansion, or deletion. Provisional codes were 

therefore used as an initial starting point from which to further refine categories as they came 

into contact with empirical data.  

 The combined use of initial and provisional coding during the first cycle of data analysis 

complements the logic of problem-centred interview design. Provisional coding recognises 

that the researcher is involved “in both data production and interpretation” (Witzel & Reiter, 

2012b, p. 101). Similarly, the attention to flexibility and openness in initial coding corresponds 

with the problem-centred interviewing notion that “temporary suspension of prior 

knowledge should also allow surprising findings” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012c, p. 15).  

4.4.2 Second cycle – Axial coding 

 The second cycle of data analysis used axial coding (Benaquisto, 2008; Saldana, 2016; 

N. Simmons, 2017; Theron, 2015) to group codes into categories and provide them with 

meaningful labels that represented their conceptual and empirical content. Axial coding often 

follows initial coding and aims to “reassemble data that were ‘split’ or ‘fractured’ during the 

initial coding process” (Saldana, 2016, p. 224). By “looking at how larger pieces of data fit, 

group and cluster together” (N. Simmons, 2017, p. 82), researchers are able to more readily 

identify relationships by linking pieces of data that were previously separated (Benaquisto, 

2008). The ‘axis’ of axial coding comes from the development of ‘categories’ (the axes) that 

link these codes together (Charmaz, 2014).  

 In this project, axial coding helped to modify and further refine the categories 

established through provisional coding. For example, a number of excerpts from the 



121 
 

interviews were coded under ‘Difficulty accessing desired stakeholders’, and a number of 

others coded under ‘Pressure of public petition campaigns’. During axial coding, these two 

codes, among others, were ‘reassembled’ and a relationship was identified that related to a 

higher order category of ‘Challenges of policy decision-making’. Axial coding also aided in the 

construction of new and unforeseen categories that were not anticipated through provisional 

coding. For example, a number of excerpts from the interviews were coded under ‘Facilitating 

frank and honest exchange between groups’, and a number of others coded under 

‘Developing inclusive and accessible decision hierarchies’. Through axial coding, these two 

codes were compared empirically and conceptually, and subsequently formed part of a 

category labelled ‘Decision-making processes’. The use of axial coding complemented the use 

of both initial and provisional coding during first cycle analysis, resulting in the development 

of additional higher-order categories that helped address the research questions of Study 1 

(Section 4.1).  

 The final stage of analysis involved selecting the most appropriate data (text) extracts 

that exemplified each category and then relating them back to the research questions for final 

reporting. These extracts are presented in Sections 4.5, 4.6, and 4.7 to help provide empirical 

ground for the research findings. While the researcher conducted the main data analysis, 

initial labels given to categories and emerging themes were further revised by the supervisory 

team.  

 A note here from the researcher on the ethics of potentially identifiable text extracts 

is appropriate. During the course of this research project all participants were provided with 

an opportunity to withdraw their participation, or data, without incurring any penalty or 

discrimination. Participants also had the option of reviewing their audio recording and written 
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transcript to edit or erase contributions. Although no participants took this opportunity, the 

researcher has decided to remove verbatim quotes from sections of particular political 

sensitivity. These sections are flagged accordingly (see Section 4.2.3).  

The following section details the findings of Study 1. It will first present findings 

related to research questions one and two: 

RQ1: What are important dimensions of policy decision-making? 

RQ2: What do policy makers require to make good decisions?  

It will then present findings related to the main research question: 

MRQ: What categories of information are useful for policy decision-making? 

The main research question will be contextualised and empirically grounded in the 

every-day realities of policy decision-makers by first presenting findings for Research 

Questions 1 and 2.  

4.5 Findings RQ1: What are important dimensions of policy decision making? 

 Research Question 1 was designed to gain insight into participants’ perspectives on 

important dimensions of contemporary policy decision-making. Exploring these dimensions 

helped contextualise and ground the research project in each “respondent’s practical 

everyday knowledge” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012c, p. 15). Themes were extracted from interview 

data that highlighted dimensions of contemporary policy decision-making that interviewees 

communicated as important, and further, what they saw as some of the major challenges in 

carrying out their responsibilities. Section 4.5 outlines these themes while demonstrating, 

where appropriate, their significance to the study’s main research question concerning 

categories of information useful in policy decision-making.  
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 Four core themes were identified in the interview data about what interviewees 

understood as important dimensions of policy decision-making. These included:  

 reasons decisions needed to be made; 

 the influence of ‘politics’ and electoral cycles on policy decision-making;  

 influence of petition-style public campaigning; and 

 the changing role of citizens in policy decision-making.  

4.5.1 Why decisions needed to be made 

 One dimension of policy-making regularly raised by interviewees was the importance 

of understanding why decisions arose or needed to be made in the first place. Interviewees 

spoke of two main avenues through which decisions arose: proactively, through internal 

mechanisms within the department or wider Government, or reactively through external 

pressures on the department. Interviewees noted that these two avenues allowed for varying 

levels of preparedness and foresight, due mostly to available response time. Presented at the 

conclusion of this subsection is a connection between the genesis of a decision and categories 

of information that may help inform either proactive or reactive decision-making.  

The majority of interviewees indicated that most policy decision-making is proactive. 

Several interviewees connected proactive decision-making to internal departmental research 

on new technologies, or research that helped identified ‘knowledge gaps’ and ‘risk areas’:    

“The key drivers really are knowledge gaps that are hindering or preventing the 

mangers from being able to make policy decisions or to be able to make 

decisions…in the shark world, SMART drumlines [Shark-Management-Alert-in-

Real-Time] and drones are potential techniques…but there was a knowledge gap 

about the value and the capability…the policy makers couldn’t make a decision 

about investing in those technologies so researchers are filling in that knowledge 

gap” [IP4] 
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“We obviously have ways of trying to identify where, you know, priority areas of 

resourcing need to be…Internally through either looking at our, you know, what 

science is telling us, and where key risks are emerging” [IP5] 

 

It is important that decision-makers feel well prepared to deal with future issues that 

arise, which is often accomplished by proactively identifying ‘knowledge gaps’ and ‘risk areas’. 

Those emphasising this proactive form of policy research did so by communicating a sense of 

departmental autonomy, whereby policy decision-makers were able to actively pursue ideas 

and policy options on their own accord. Interviewees noted that researching potential policy 

options, and the community attitudes toward them, enabled decision-makers to ‘get on the 

front foot’ and develop a sense of possible decision options for the future: 

“If we had a policy such as killing sharks that were known to reoffend, that’s a big 

thing…We haven’t had that yet…but guess what, if we have those incidents do we 

have the policies in place to be there to respond to that? And that’s such a longer 

term thing. They need to I guess be prepared” [IP2] 

“SMART drumlines is a good example at the moment…So we’re gathering 

evidence to show how these different communities think and feel about this 

technology…So that’s a situation where a decision hasn’t been made necessarily 

about using SMART drumlines in NSW, but all the information we gather will 

assist in how or what the future looks like” [IP9] 

  

Another cluster of interviewees’ responses focused more closely on a link between 

proactive decision making and meeting the priorities of the current (elected) Government: 

“A fundamental point here… the role of the public service is to deliver the 

priorities of the government of the day” [IP3] 

“If the Minister says you’ve got to do this, then literally we have no choice but to 

enable it to happen” [IP4] 

“There is also [whole of Government] priorities…all the decision making that goes 

on behind that and that informs a whole lot of requests for work that needs to be 

done” [IP1] 
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This emphasis on the functional role of the department differs from the responses 

that communicated a more autonomous and department-driven approach to policy research 

and decision making. The latter group portray the department more as the ‘decision 

implementation’ arm of the elected Government, where the former present the department 

as more actively engaged in discerning possible policy options and subsequent decisions. A 

relationship between electoral politics and the department’s ability to conduct policy 

decision-making was a theme that emerged repeatedly across the majority of interviewees 

(see Section 4.5.2). 

Interviewees regularly noted a reactive side to decision-making distinct from proactive 

ones driven by internal department research and Government priorities. Reactive decision-

making was most commonly communicated through examples of external pressures or 

incidents that were perceived to be outside the department’s control but nevertheless 

compelled them to take action: 

“There’s the reacting to any major events that have taken place, shark attacks for 

the sharks…drought when there’s drought. So those are some of the triggers” 

[IP1] 

“Well that particular decision obviously came from the fact that we had multiple 

shark bites” [IP9] 

“A couple of months ago they found a four metre shark in the net at Maroubra, 

and that created a heap of community angst and media and things like that… and 

then they decided they wanted extra aerial surveillance and SMART drumlines out 

there” [IP6] 

  

Although not explicitly stated by interviewees, they said that incidents that prompted 

a department response (such as shark encounters), led to a desire for subsequent decisions 

to be informed by contextual and localised information: 
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“Essentially it really depends on what’s happening in a particular location…If 

we’ve had a spate of shark bites, what might then determine decision-making is 

around how we can mitigate, minimise impacts. How do we decide what the 

issues are that are causing that shark-human interaction to have a trend upwards 

in a particular location?” [IP5] 

“So then we, you know, look at whether that’s feasible, whether it’s doable. You 

know, it’s dependent on so many factors, the weather, staff availability, water 

conditions, things like that” [IP6] 

“There was a spate of shark attacks or a spate of incidents and there needed to 

be a crisis meeting… A lot of them have been wobbegongs…So there was a 

meeting that was held across the DPI of shark scientists specifically and the 

Minister also dialled in and they discussed ‘well what are you going to do about 

it?’” [IP2] 

   

Reflection on proactive and reactive situations provides useful insight into scenarios 

where certain information types may be more or less useful. Some types of information 

requirements are readily discernible in the case of reactive decisions. In short, reactive 

decision-making may be understood as asking ‘how do we respond to this incident?’ In these 

situations, there was frequently an expressed need for information that is contextual and 

localised to the incident at hand.  

Conversely, proactive decisions may be understood as asking ‘how might we respond 

if this happened?’ and ‘‘what are the risks associated with an absence of policy options here?’ 

Discussion related to proactive decision-making often communicated a longer term focus on 

what the future might look like. Desire from policy-makers to get on the front foot indicates 

a role for information of a broader and more general nature, not exclusively tied to the 

context of a specific incident.  

4.5.2 The influence of electoral cycles on policy decision-making 

A second dimension that emerged from interviews was the influence of electoral 

cycles on policy decision-making. Section 4.5.2 further details interviewees’ discussion on 
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parliamentary electoral cycles and their influence on policy decision-making. Section 4.5.2 

concludes with reflection on this dimension’s connection to the use of particular information 

types in policy decision-making.  

A note from the researcher prior to reporting this section. Given the political 

sensitivity of this discussion, and the nature of a small expert sample within a public service 

organisation answerable to government, it was decided that verbatim quotes would not be 

used. This was an ethical obligation as a researcher to identify and weigh up the possible risks 

and benefits to research participants of being identified. This approach to paraphrasing, or 

removing verbatim quotes, in research on sensitive topics has been adopted in the literature 

(Pickering & Kara, 2017; Reilly & Trevisan, 2016; Smedley & Coulson, 2021).  

 A group of interviewees emphasised the impact that electoral cycles had on policy-

making. Interviews were conducted during the 2019 NSW state election—the first interview 

was held on the day the Government went into caretaker mode and the last was conducted 

the day prior to election day. That the interviews were held during this period may have 

influenced its salience as an important dimension. Two interviewees suggested that specific 

decisions were being made due to the upcoming election, with another interviewee noting 

that whoever the Government of the day happens to be after the election, they can 

intrinsically alter what policy direction the department will take moving forward.  

In describing the influence of electoral cycles on policy decision-making, interviewees 

regularly referred to a changing appetite for risk on behalf of governments. Big thinking and 

future-oriented policy decisions, and policy decisions that were anticipated to be criticised by 

sections of the community, were more likely to be made earlier in a government’s term. In 

contrast, governments nearing the end of their term were more prone to risk aversion, 
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thereby refraining from major, future-oriented policy decisions that might stir up community 

concern. 

One interviewee noted that at the beginning of a term, governments have more 

possibility to think about implementing their platform, with capacity to plan over a three to 

four year cycle, whereas closer to election time, they are under increased scrutiny and 

therefore more likely to require quick turnaround analysis of how decisions will land with the 

public.  

Similarly, one interviewee believed that bigger and bolder decisions took place earlier 

in the political election cycle, with decision-makers more likely to go slow and avoid 

contentious issues in the lead up to elections.  

To help address this election cycle dimension, policy decision-makers may benefit 

from information that identifies ‘risk areas’, or policy areas likely to provoke community or 

stakeholder concern. Along with insight into electoral cycles, decisions characterised as 

contentiously difficult are likely to be made earlier in a government’s term. Contextualised by 

findings in Section 4.5.1, we also understand these decisions are more likely to be ‘proactive’. 

Secondly, insight into the electoral cycle indicates a ‘play it safe’ mode of decision-making 

close to elections, characterised by governments wary of agitating voters and possibly dealing 

with quick turnaround issues. Connection is again made to the findings in Section 4.5.1. 

Decisions made late during the electoral cycle likely stem from reaction to external incidents 

and, therefore, may benefit from more contextual and localised information that helps 

decision-makers quickly understand the nature of a particular incident or electoral issue. 
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4.5.3 Petition style public campaigning  

 Interviewees consistently expressed frustration with what they understood as a 

specific type of public pressure applied to policy decision-makers—namely, advocating by a 

particular group for a decision aligning with that group’s interest(s). Referred to here as 

‘petition-style campaigning’, interviewees described it as a process whereby members of the 

public reached out to other community members in an effort to garner support for a 

particular policy direction: 

“So you’ll get petitions, you’ll get campaigns, which ask particular questions or 

provide a particular drafted response and then people send in as a response to 

something that’s quite important…they feel that that’s a numbers game….which 

is not necessarily informing good decision making” [IP5] 

 Interviewees saw petition-style campaigning as potentially problematic, as it was 

perceived to distort policy decisions by favouring the loudest or best-resourced sections of 

the community. As a result, they might only hear ‘one side of the story’:  

 “I think decisions are often made around a community concern that may be 

elevated by a particular section of the community” [IP11] 

“The biggest challenge is reaching out to the community but also being able to 

get away from campaigning to actually understand what the broader community 

want” [IP5] 

“…and what is their agenda? What are they actually pushing?...You might 

actually find that someone’s been out there actively pushing an agenda and 

petitions and different things, but does that actually introduce a bias?” [PIP1] 

  

One interviewee indicated that decision-makers were aware of the possible distortion 

this may cause in the prevalence of particular opinions. Consequently, policy-makers regard 

individual opinions from community members as an important consideration when 

evaluating a policy issue, rather than relying solely on raw numbers: 

“Policymakers are aware of individual voices as compared to campaigns…So gross 

numbers will be considered, but also the numbers that come from campaigns are 
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compared to individual people writing in…It’s not a voting system, but numbers of 

course are significant” [IP10] 

“From my perspective it's all about scoping, it's about identifying who the 

stakeholders are locally…and who the key influencers are” [IP9] 

  

Interviewees communicated that petition-style public campaigning in contemporary 

policy-making was a large and recurring challenge, noting that drafted responses pushing 

particular ‘agendas’ and their ability to distort or hide what ‘the wider community’ actually 

wants. Worth considering, then, is how particular types of information might help address 

this challenge. Specifically, how can information help to overcome the distorting impacts of 

concerted petition campaigns?  

Policy-makers could benefit from information that allows them to understand where 

certain voices are coming from within a particular community (i.e., identifying who are the 

various stakeholders/interest groups in a particular policy issue). This knowledge would also 

enable policy-makers to be more adequately equipped to identify drafted responses that 

push a certain agenda, helping them make decisions that account for diverse community 

perspectives, rather than the inflated importance of specific interest groups. This finding also 

reaffirms the value of qualitative information about citizen thinking in citizensourcing 

approaches (Chapter 2.3.2.2).   

4.5.4 The changing role of citizens in policy decision making 

Many interviewees suggested that the department, and wider Government, had 

transformed radically over the past decade. This transformation was described as a transition 

from one-way government-to-citizen communication, in which citizens were considered 

primarily as policy recipients, to an era of increased ‘engagement’, ‘consultation’, and/or 
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‘partnership’ with citizens during policy decision-making. This finding empirically supports 

many of the claims identified in the literature review (Chapter 2.2.2).  

Section 4.5.5 discusses terminological aspects of interviewees’ conceptualisations 

around engagement, consultation, and/or partnership, specifically as related to advances in 

digital technologies. Additionally, it notes some of the challenges that this transformation has 

given rise to, including the need for new policy-maker skillsets and the difficulty of accessing 

a broad range of citizens. Section 4.5.5 concludes by reflecting on the significance of this 

dimension to contemporary policy decision-making.  

 Many interviewees eagerly drew attention to a perceived change that had taken place 

in the department and wider Government. This change, overwhelmingly communicated as a 

welcomed one, related to increased emphasis being placed on the role of citizens in policy 

decision-making:  

“So the first part of that I would say is how government is informed is drastically 

changed” [IP3] 

“Governments are increasing the amount of stakeholder consultation and 

communication that they undertake and it is probably broader than it has been in 

the past…there is a trend towards the public informing, and this is a longer term 

trend like over decades, that the public's voice is being more heard in decision 

making” [IP10] 

“At this particular time we have a real focus on stakeholders as opposed to what 

we did 10 years ago, and want to consult with them before, you know, ramming 

anything down their throats” [IP6] 

“I think if you look back historically to the role of government fifty years ago, we 

were a closed business in our ivory tower. Today we're out in the public more 

visible than ever before…doing community engagement... So role of government 

has changed dramatically and I think this will keep evolving” [IP2] 

 

Virtually all interviewees indicated that a change in policy decision-making had 

occurred, but used different terms and labels to refer to citizens and the new relationship 
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between citizens and policy-makers. Terms such as ‘stakeholder’, ‘customer’, ‘user’, and 

‘partner’ were employed interchangeably by interviewees. Similarly, interviewees referred to 

processes of ‘engagement’, ‘partnership’, ‘consultation’, and ‘service delivery’: 

“I think we’re moving towards an understanding that we need to think of 

taxpayers, or the people, the constituents of the state like a company would think 

of customers and like you want to give a really good customer experience” [IP1] 

 “We've created a culture with the stakeholders that we work with that they 

recognise themselves as partners and we welcome them as that…rather than 

government telling people how it's going to work, it's certainly a shift that people 

that we work with now they see themselves as genuine partners rather than 

being stakeholders” [IP9] 

“I mean the terminology often, the terminology changes…but certainly, I think in 

the language around service delivery, there certainly has been a change more to a 

relationship or responsiveness, rather than ‘we’re giving you this” [IP10] 

 

Terminological variation aside, one interviewee noted that changes to the policy-

maker and citizen relationship would require the former to develop new skills: 

 “They require new skills now. I think the public demands public servants to have 

new skills of being collaborators, and negotiators, and enablers, rather than just 

the top down one-way communication” [IP9] 

 

The word choice of interviewees here should not be considered random nor 

inconsequential. Terms such as ‘engagement’, ‘consultation’, and ‘partnership’ are linked 

with specific meanings and processes (Vogel, Moulder, & Huggins, 2014). The varied ways in 

which interviewees describe citizens and their role in policy-making directly influences the 

way that these processes are subsequently carried out (see Section 4.6.1). Additionally, terms 

such as ‘customers’, ‘users’, and ‘service delivery’ highlight a well-documented phenomena 

in which marketing and managerialist terminology has entered into the public sector (see 

Section 4.5.6).    
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 A number of interviewees suggested that this relational transformation was either a 

result of, or response to, advances in digital technologies generally and social media 

specifically. Some participants indicated that social media had allowed for a more diverse 

range of people to be heard during policy-making. Others noted that social media provides 

new avenues to access citizen thinking and ideas:  

“Social media has changed so much of our world. So, you know, without doubt we 

hear a lot more from people, general public, through social media” [IP8] 

“Obviously the role of social media, and the role of digital communication 

generally, has quite a major shift in culture and operations of government” [IP9] 

“For government not all the great ideas are from within, within here. There's 

some really good ideas, most of the good ideas are on the outside and [social 

media] is a pathway to get to them” [IP3] 

Once upon a time government, city centric, based there. Now through technology 

if you're in Burke, you have just, you can get there just as easily, not in person 

obviously, but it has opened up that. So I think there's a hearing from a more 

diverse range of voices and actors in that place” [IP3] 

  

A large number of interviewees added that this relational transformation between 

policy-makers and citizens had given rise to new challenges. While technological advances 

have allowed a more numerous and diverse range of voices to be heard, interviewees 

describe ongoing difficulty in finding and involving a broad range of citizens on a consistent 

basis: 

“It's probably a challenge that we deal with every time we go to consult, because 

obviously as a government agency, trying to reach out to everyone in the 

community is almost impossible because of the way people get their information” 

[IP5] 

“You might say 'I'm going to talk to rec fishers'. Well, only 10 percent of rec 

fishers for example are members of clubs it's estimated. So how do you get your 

message out to rec fishers is a challenge… So we do try to use newsletters that 

are, you know, have a large following or we try to link in club information or other 

bodies that can spread information around but that, again as I said, is 

challenging” [IP5] 
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“So in terms of stakeholders, access to the breadth of stakeholders rather than 

just necessarily the noisy wheels” [IP10] 

 

There is a notable connection here between an inability to access a broad range of 

citizens and concerns raised by interviewees regarding the challenge of petition-style 

campaigning. In both cases, interviewees’ concerns stem from an understanding that 

diverse—and, where possible, representative—citizen voices should be used to inform policy 

decision-making.  How certain types of information might aid in addressing dimensions of 

contemporary policy decision-making will be explored in the following Section (4.5.6). 

Interviewees’ reflections on the changing role of citizens in policy-making provide 

important contemporary context to this thesis. This dimension’s connection to the use of 

certain types of information, however, is less explicit than those previously discussed under 

this research question. Nevertheless, interviewees were in widespread agreement that the 

nature of policy-making has changed in recent decades, and that decisions are increasingly 

informed by the voices of citizens.  

Evidently, citizens have transformed into makers and shapers of policy, rather than 

users and choosers as suggested by Ferro et al. (2013) (Chapter 2.1.2). This point, and its 

significance to the project’s main research question is more thoroughly examined in Section 

4.6.1, which considers the use of multiple forms of knowledge when making decisions, rather 

than reliance on traditional expert or scientific knowledge.   

4.5.5 Summary and discussion  

This section explored dimensions of contemporary policy decision-making through 

each “respondent’s practical everyday knowledge” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012c, p. 15). In 

understanding these dimensions, the project can determine what types of information are 



135 
 

useful for policy decision-making. Section 4.5.6 summarises the findings for RQ1 and discusses 

the four dimensions’ significance to the project. It also reflects upon limitations of problem-

centred interview design, particularly the omission of important dimensions that fall outside 

the inquiry shared by researcher and interviewee. 

 The first dimension emerging from interviews focused on why policy decisions needed 

to be made. Policy decisions were usually due to proactive departmental research and 

Government election commitments or reactive policy decisions in response to external 

events. This distinction is an important one, as it provides insight into the potential usefulness 

of certain information types. Reactive decision making, usually prompted by specific 

incidents, may benefit from information that is contextual and localised to the incident 

prompting a decision. For example, if a series of fatal shark bites were to occur on a stretch 

of coast in quick succession, the government’s response would require contextual, localised 

understanding of the incident(s).  Alternatively, proactive decision making, with its focus on 

the identification of knowledge gaps and risk areas, would require more general information 

that draws from a wider range of sources or contexts—as, for example, the government might 

use to transition from one form of shark mitigation technology to something new. 

 The second dimension identified in interviews was related to the influence of electoral 

cycles on policy-making. A large proportion of interviewees noted that electoral cycles can 

impact the types of policy decisions being made. Early in a government’s term, policy 

decisions are more likely to be focused on longer-term visions and governments are more 

willing to make decisions unpopular with sections of the community. This future-oriented 

style of decision-making is conceptually similar to the proactive decision making identified in 

Section 4.5.1 and its related use of certain information types. In contrast, governments 
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nearing an election are more likely to play it safe and avoid policy decisions that may provoke 

community opposition. Policy decisions in this period are likely to be aimed at addressing 

more immediate issues and putting out ‘wildfires’. These late electoral-term decisions are 

likely made in reaction to external events (Section 4.5.1) and may therefore benefit from 

information of a contextual and localised nature. It was noted in Section 4.5.2 that interviews 

were conducted during the 2019 NSW State election, possibly influencing the salience of this 

dimension for interviewees. 

 The third dimension identified in interviews was issues around petition-style public 

campaigning. A number of interviewees were frustrated with what they saw as a particular 

form of campaigning in which well-resourced, vested interest groups elevated the prevalence 

of their view/opinion through concerted efforts. Interviewees expressed concern that this 

campaigning distorted decision-making and made it difficult to identify the diversity of views 

held by citizens. This process sometimes resulted in decisions that didn’t account for the wide 

range of views held in a community, but rather only a vocal minority. As discussed in Section 

4.5.3, this dimension suggests that policy-makers may benefit from information that 

highlights who the important groups are in a particular policy space, and what interests they 

represent. By having access to such information, policy-makers may be better equipped to 

develop policies that reflect the true diversity of perspectives circulating in the public, rather 

than those with the loudest voices. 

 The fourth dimension identified was the changing role of citizens in policy decision-

making. A majority of interviewees believed that over recent decades, policy decisions have 

become increasingly informed by citizens’ concerns, ideas, and perspectives. Interviewees 

noted that contemporary policy-making is characterised by increased engagement, 
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consultation, and partnership with citizenry. Interviewees believed that recent advances in 

digital technology had made it easier for citizens to interact with decision-makers. 

Interviewees regularly employed terms such as ‘engagement’, ‘consultation’, and 

‘partnership’. In Section 4.6.2, findings are presented that suggest a relationship between the 

varied conceptualisations of the role(s) of citizens in policy decision-making and the way that 

these ‘processes’ are subsequently designed and understood. Additionally, the use of terms 

such as ‘partners’, ‘customers’, ‘users’, and ‘stakeholders’ in reference to citizens reflects a 

well-documented phenomena of managerialist and marketing discourse entering the public 

service (Heffernan, 2005; Jung, 2010; Thomas, 2014). Outside of these terminological 

debates, however, it is apparent that the concerns, ideas, and attitudes of citizens are now 

increasingly considered in policy decision-making. Information that provides insight into these 

areas is likely to benefit decision makers.  

Before moving to RQ2, it is necessary to reflect on what is not present here—i.e., if and 

why dimensions were omitted from analysis. In using a problem-centred interviewing 

approach, the researcher was able to engage the interviewee in a shared act of discursive 

problem solving. In this instance, the problem—outlined in the study’s aim and known to both 

interlocutors—was the use and nature of citizen thinking in policy decision-making. By virtue 

of having this shared problem, however, conversation was directed both consciously and 

otherwise toward lines of inquiry most germane and pertinent to this aim. As such, there are 

likely additional important dimensions of policy decision-making that these findings preclude. 

This is, therefore, not an exhaustive list but rather represents the shared dialogue of “research 

(i.e. conceptual and theoretical interest in and knowledge about a certain issues) and social 

reality (i.e. knowledge of individuals, experts in the field)” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012c, p. 30). 
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4.6 Findings RQ2: What do policy makers require to make good decisions? 

The second research question for this project asked, what do policy-makers require to 

make good decisions? This question was designed to understand important requirements for 

executing good policy decision-making informed by the practical knowledge and experience 

of interviewees. Insight provided by interviewees in answering RQ1 and RQ2 empirically 

grounds the project’s main research question concerning the use of information in policy 

decision-making. 

The discussion in this section is arranged around two key themes that emerged from 

analysis of interviewees’ responses about what they thought was required to make good 

policy decisions: 

 The need to be informed by multiple forms of evidence 

 The need for policy decision-making processes to involve citizens 

 

4.6.1 Policy decision-making requires multiple forms of evidence 

 All twelve interviewees reported that evidence was essential for good policy decision-

making. Evidence could come in multiple forms, often from diverse sources, and served a 

number of important functions in the development of good policy decisions.   

Section 4.6.1 describes interviewee discussions on the importance of strong evidence 

in policy decision-making. It then highlights a preference communicated by a cluster of 

interviewees for evidence characterised as scientific or technical. Findings are then presented 

that demonstrate a widely held belief regarding the growing importance of what is referred 

to here as ‘social evidence’ in contemporary policy decision-making. A connection is then 

made between social evidence and findings in Section 4.5.5 regarding the changing role of 
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citizens in policy decision-making. Section 4.6.1 concludes with a discussion on how these 

findings help address Research Question 2.  

Evidence in policy decision-making  

 Interviewees regularly discussed the importance of evidence, sometimes referred to 

as ‘information’, in policy decision-making. In fact, the use of evidence was often cited as the 

reason for policy or project success:  

“The decision making process really relies on having good quality information” 

[PIP1]  

“It was particularly successful in that project because it meant...one of the things, 

because it was quite evidence based” [IP12] 

 

Interviewees indicated that evidence enabled them to work through tough or 

contentious issues as they made decisions. In addition, it was easier to justify contested 

decisions with strong supporting evidence: 

“Ministers in particular have sort of pointed to the fact that, you know, it might 

be a tough decision but as long as I've got the evidence I'm happy to back it up. 

But if the evidence is slim or you haven't given me factual information then it, you 

know, obviously governments don't like that either” [IP5] 

“Anyone on either side who would come to us and say how could you make this 

decision whether they wanted [shark] nets or not, once you stepped them 

through all this evidence that we had, they could obviously see the extent and the 

amount of effort we had gone to” [IP9] 

 

One interviewee suggested that such a reliance on and use of evidence was a recent 

development, and that the use of evidence in policy-making was in contrast to decisions 

based on ideological belief:  

"So I think policy development in government has become a lot more based on 

evidence, or procurement of evidence, to support an argument than just an 
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argument for the sake of an argument or someone with some ideological kind of 

belief" [IP3] 

 

While the above excerpts relate broadly to the use of evidence, many interviewees 

distinguished between specific forms of evidence. The following quote exemplifies this 

distinction between specific forms of evidence without prejudice for a particular form:  

 "The best way to make a decision is with all the evidence that's available, and if 

you've got evidence that says if you take one way or another you've got a really 

good honest prediction of what the implications are. So that's scientific evidence, 

social evidence, and economic evidence. And the more you've got on that and 

more that's directly related to that issue the easier it is to make a final decision" 

[IP8] 

 

A subset of interviewees not only distinguished between specific forms of evidence, 

but sought to explain or assert that some forms were more important or preferred than 

others. The following section details one such form of evidence.  

Scientific or technical evidence  

 A small subset of interviewees prioritised specific forms of evidence, such as scientific 

or technical evidence. For these interviewees, evidence was considered most useful when it 

was produced by policy experts or scientists (specifically those from the hard sciences).  

Scientific evidence was understood by these interviewees to be information such as 

the technical effectiveness of a policy decision in addressing an issue (e.g., shark nets for 

protecting swimmers); its ecological impact (e.g., a shark net’s impact on surrounding marine 

life); or the economic impact of implementing a policy (e.g., how would shark nets impact a 

local economy?). The view that this information was necessary and important in the 

development of good policy was shared by all interviewees. A cluster of interviewees, 
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however, communicated a preference for this type of scientific evidence, and in many cases 

positioned it as a more ‘legitimate’ form of evidence when deciding on a policy direction:  

"I would typically try and argue it through, with as much of the science as I 

possibly can. I have a science background, so my natural instinct is to use 

evidence-based arguments rather than emotional-based arguments“ [IP4] 

  

Here, IP4 communicates both a preference for scientific evidence and the discursive 

positioning of science as the evidence base, in contrast to ‘emotional-based’ evidence. The 

ambiguous reference to emotional-based evidence is given more clarity by other 

interviewees. In the following excerpt, community attitudes and the desires of ‘the people’ 

(i.e., citizens) are placed as secondary considerations, made relevant only by consequence of 

scientific uncertainty: 

"So there's a lot more unknowns than knowns. And so one of the things that then 

becomes the evidence, shifts away from biological facts if you like, or even logical 

facts, which if we had those it would make decisions much easier. But when the 

information is lacking, we'll then talk about 'well what are the community 

attitudes? What do the people want?'" [IP8] 

  

 Another interviewee reflected on a previous decision that exemplifies the 

predominant position of scientific evidence held by some in policy decision-making: 

“Our scientists are the experts. They know [SMART drumlines] work. We know 

bycatch are not going to get caught up in them so we have to yes bear in mind 

the community sentiment and the community attitudes towards it, but also I 

guess I think the role of government is to govern for the whole, the greater good, 

not just individuals....So with that in mind and knowing the scientific information 

sometimes there is a role to play for the government to do that and say well look 

we know these work and this research showed that they are effective…so we’re 

going to give it a trial” [IP2] 
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Only a small subset of interviewees believed that scientific evidence was the only, or 

most, legitimate form of evidence in policy-making—an attitude that warrants reflection. 

Findings in Section 4.5.5 indicated a wide-spread belief that the role of citizens in policy-

making had undergone recent, substantial changes characterised by increased citizen 

involvement in the design and direction of policies. Yet some of the interviewees contributing 

to that discussion are here communicating at minimum a reluctance to be informed by 

‘community thinking’ (i.e., emotional-based arguments), and at strongest a dismissal of 

community sentiment and desire in favour of expert and scientific supremacy.  

 Most interviewees suggested that robust and effective policy decisions relied on 

numerous forms of evidence, seemingly preferring not to position any one form of evidence 

as more important than another. In line with findings presented in Section 4.5.5, many 

interviewees noted an increasing emphasis on the use of what they termed ‘social evidence’ 

to make and justify difficult policy decisions. The next section details this discussion by 

describing social evidence as a concept and providing interviewee reflections on its 

importance in contemporary policy decision-making.  

Social evidence  

“There's many people who may not have contributed to the literature that's 

available academically, but may want to speak about this pressing issue that's in 

their backyard” [IP10] 

  

The previous section described how scientific evidence was conceptualised as that 

which was produced by policy experts or hard scientists and pertained to issues such as the 

ecological impact and effectiveness of policy solutions. The view that this information was 

necessary for good policy decision-making was expressed by almost all interviewees. Rather 
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than suggest that this form of evidence was necessarily dominant or more important, 

however, the majority of interviewees sought to emphasise the significance of what is 

referred to here as ‘social evidence’.  

Social evidence was understood by interviewees as information that enabled them to 

understand citizen attitudes, concerns, and general sentiment toward past or potential policy 

decisions. Two interviewees conceptualised social evidence clearly:   

“I want to know what people are thinking. I want to know...for example when we 

provide subsidies for the drought work, how did they use it? Why or why not they 

may or may not have applied for it? What about the people that we didn't 

encounter? What else is really going on out there for people? What are their 

drivers? What are their concerns? What are the questions that they've got? What 

are the filters and the perceptions that they put on it?” [IP12] 

“There’s a lot of heat around that in terms of the politics around what decisions, 

what should be informing the decisions there. But what we need more of actually 

a more balanced approach to back that up, around what the actual community 

concerns are, what proportion of the community is actually looking at those 

different issues, and also a step more than that, how we could influence those 

perceptions” [IP11] 

  

A number of interviewees suggested that many policies designed using only technical 

and scientific evidence fail when implemented in the real world. A policy may be ecologically 

sound and effective at addressing the issue of concern, but may not be well adopted or 

supported by the wider community: 

“I think you need thinking around why people do what they do. So what are the 

behavioural economics of these situation? So you can come up with the best 

drought policy in the world, but people don't behave rationally, and they don't, 

and we don't know what the climate is. So the right knowledges need to be 

included” [IP12] 

“How does it actually apply and how do we overcome barriers of adoption in 

some of the methods that we're proposing, and our science teams have been 

proposing for many years? So how do you actually see the translation of that to 

the community? “[IP11] 
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Social evidence was thought to help identify and address these concerns, making 

policy decisions more likely to succeed when implemented. This notion was considered 

particularly valuable when engaging in complex and potentially contentious policy decisions. 

Interviewees noted that as the complexity of policy issues increases, so too does the need for 

diverse evidence to inform an eventual decision. Likewise, as the quote at the opening of this 

section suggests, many individuals who are not ‘scientists,’ or fall outside of established policy 

processes and institutions, often wish to contribute to policy decisions: 

“I think increasing levels of complexity require increasing levels of trust, and 

you're going to need increasing levels of input in terms of technical input, local 

input, you know all these different ranges of knowledge are going to need to be 

included in that decision making” [IP12] 

“Community feedback is probably the key... So if you're getting inputs from 

stakeholders which suggest you need to be doing something differently than the 

current way you're doing, it's important that you act on that information” [PIP1] 

“There’s so many different knowledge inputs and not just technical ones....you 

can very much have local knowledge. It just doesn't come necessarily in the 

format that is easily digestible at a government level, but it doesn't mean that the 

legitimacy of the local fisher, down on the Murrumbidgee River knows exactly 

what the trout numbers are” [IP12] 

  

These ‘knowledges’ that come from outside the department were considered an 

important source of evidence and insight. Interviewees regularly noted the dangers of 

thinking that all good policy ideas or solutions must come from within government: 

“For government not all the great ideas are from within, within here. There's 

some really good ideas, most of the good ideas are on the outside” [IP3] 

“You get caught up with your own solutions and you think well this solution 

addresses everything, but if you take it out there and test it, you kind of, you don't 

want to be at the point that you argue your solution against someone else's 
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opinion. You've got to be able to take that on, their advice on the chin, and that's 

got to really go back into the thought process” [PIP1] 

“I think one of the biggest risks to proper policy construction is making an 

assumption the stakeholders are thinking one way, so just believing from within 

government we know best” [IP3] 

 

Observations like these regarding the ability to gather good ideas and solutions 

externally from government are closely related to the crowdsourcing literature detailed in 

Chapter 2.2.2. 

In the previous section, a situation was described wherein scientific evidence of a 

policy’s effectiveness was used to override community opposition to its use. In contrast, 

another interviewee spoke of a scenario in which overwhelming social evidence of community 

opposition to a policy was instrumental in its termination: 

“So essentially we had so much evidence using so many different methods that I 

think that really gave the government confidence in making decisions, and when 

it came to the potential third trial of nets, so we had done two trials and the 

Government was thinking we would potentially run a third trial, we'd gathered so 

much evidence that the government could see that the community majoritively 

did not want to proceed with a third net trial” [IP9] 

  

Another interviewee suggested that previous policy decisions that had been 

demonstrably unpopular with citizens may have been avoided had more social evidence been 

considered:  

“Look at the things that are kind of in the news at the moment...would they have 

as government gone and done what they've done now if they correctly gauged 

the community opinion? I don't know they might've, there might be benefits in it, 

they might have actually had all that information…nearly every decision made by 

government you could say, that shows itself up on the news, if you look back in 

retrospect and you actually knew what the community was thinking, would they 

have done it?” [PIP1] 
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The importance of using evidence in policy-making was universally recognised by all 

interviewees. Research Question 2 asked: what do policy makers require to make good 

decisions? As detailed in Section 4.6.1, most interviewees suggested that to make effective, 

well-justified, and supported policy decisions, multiple forms of evidence were required. 

Evidence produced by policy experts and scientists plays a vital function in understanding the 

technical components and suitability of a policy for addressing its intended issue. Without 

social evidence, however, policy decision-makers are unlikely to feel confident in deciding on 

a course of action. Strong social evidence allowed policy-makers to understand the sentiment, 

attitudes, and concerns of citizens and was encouraged by an understanding that not all good 

ideas come from decision-makers themselves. Interviewees were largely positive about the 

role that social evidence plays in contemporary policy-making, and in many cases suggested 

that it was integral for addressing complex and contentious policy issues. Considering the 

scope of this thesis, and the emphasis placed on it by interviewees, it is the use and usefulness 

of social evidence in policy decision-making that is of most interest.  The next section details 

interviewee discussions on a second requirement for good decisions: the need for policy-

making processes that involve citizens.  

4.6.2 Policy decision-making requires processes that involve citizens 

The terms ‘process’ and ‘processes’ were used extensively throughout interviews. 

Quantifying the frequency of word use is not always a valid indication of a concept’s 

importance, especially in qualitative research. In this case, however, the repeated use of these 

terms (n = 81) was significant in developing an understanding of how interviewees 

understood the importance of processes within policy decision-making.  
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Section 4.6.2 presents findings from interviewees regarding the various contexts in which 

the terms process and processes were applied. In doing so, Section 4.6.2 highlights a 

connection between interviewees’ often varying use of terminology and the way these 

inconsistencies manifest in ill-defined and irregular ‘processes’ of involving citizens, and 

therefore social evidence, in policy-making.  

Section 4.6.2 begins by documenting the various contexts in which these terms are 

employed. Notwithstanding the aforementioned terminological inconsistencies, a number of 

broader features of policy decision-making processes considered desirable were discernible 

from interviews. These features desired in decision making included capacity to:  

 identify priorities and trade-offs between parties;  

 allow frank and respectful change between parties;  

 make communication and information intelligible to all parties and;  

 account for contemporary digital communication platforms used by citizens.  

Section 4.6.2 progresses by detailing these desirable features of policy decision-making 

processes. The section ends by outlining the importance of process(es) within policy-making.  

Conceptualisations of process  

One interviewee offered a helpful analogy that highlighted the necessity of having 

clearly defined and consistent policy decision-making processes:  

“It’s like if you were at Hogwarts from Harry Potter and you are trying to get 

around and the staircases are constantly shifting. So the way you got to 

Gryffindor before isn't the same the next day" [IP1] 
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Interviewees applied the concept of process in numerous and diverse contexts. This 

section demonstrates how exploring these various contexts helped identify the looseness 

with which the concept is employed; thereby diminishing its explanatory power.  

 The concept of process was commonly enacted in relation to government engagement 

with citizens. Interviewees often spoke of ‘engagement processes’ and their perceived 

importance in decision-making. Clear articulation of what these processes involved remained 

elusive, however this may reflect the themes of conversation in these interviews rather than 

a lack of process within the department itself. One interviewee noted that engagement was 

a process requiring specific skills that can’t be formally mandated: 

 “I think engagement is an art and a science…there’s a whole formal process 

around how to engage people…we’ve got the structures, the processes, and the 

methods…But then there’s this whole art to it….It’s a culture, and it’s a real skill. 

It’s something that you can’t put into a process” [IP9] 

 

Similar to ‘engagement as process’, interviewees regularly referred to the use of 

consultation processes to involve citizens in decision-making. In these cases, slightly more 

detail was given as to the practical nature of conducting such a process. Some interviewees 

referred to the process of consultation as an opportunity to advertise the positive actions of 

the department, while others considered consultation as a process for gathering citizen 

thoughts and feedback (i.e., social evidence) about current or potential policy decisions: 

“It was a… survey…so anyone could participate in that and tell us what they 

thought about the [shark] nets and where they wanted them to go, and the 

specific objectives we were looking to meet in the consultation process” [IP9] 

“We were out doing community consultation and running stakeholder stands, 

what we call community drop in stands, down at [redacted], and even at those 

opportunities where we're trying to advertise we're trying to do something 

positive” [IP7] 
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“So the government almost always puts out consultation papers…but we've really 

found that putting out a series of [policy] options is not particularly useful either. 

So we're better off putting out one and hearing the opposition. It's actually a 

genuine way of trying to get feedback” [IP8] 

 

One interviewee, however, considered consultation as synonymous with a wider 

process of engagement, which further evidences the varied conceptualisations held about to 

the role of citizens in policy-making: 

“The [redacted] had extensive communication and consultation over about four 

or five years, which has included survey, public workshops for threat and risk 

assessments, public workshops for the strategy. Yeah so that's a very 

comprehensive and wide engagement process” [IP10] 

 

In contrast, the use of public forums for gathering citizen feedback on policy decisions 

was described by another interviewee as the process of developing partnerships with 

stakeholders: 

“When it comes to sharks we’ve got key stakeholder groups or partners, you 

know, like Surf Lifesaving NSW. I would see them certainly as a partner in our 

shark strategy… and [forums] will basically be set up to share information around 

what we’ve learned so far, but also hear back from people about how they feel 

the technologies are working, how they feel generally about their safety on sharks 

at the moment…We really make sure that it’s set up to be inclusive and allow 

everyone to come and participate” [IP9] 

 

Finally, interviewees alluded to process(es) in relation to communication between 

government and citizens, the gathering of information from citizens, and even in relation to 

policy evaluation and the comparison of similar policies: 

“I think it’s really about maintaining those clear processes of communication” 

[IP2] 
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“Someone's written a letter to the minister, and it has to go through this big 

bureaucratic process” [IP1] 

 “If we’re doing a SMART drumline trial on the [redacted] for example, well that 

community’s or stakeholder information will be captured through that process” 

[IP2] 

“Preferably you’ve got good data available, perhaps on policies that have been 

implemented elsewhere that are similar…So a benchmarking process” [IP10] 

 

The interview excerpts presented above demonstrate the wide-ranging, and at times 

contradictory, use of the terms process and processes. It is important to acknowledge here 

that it is possible to have concurrent processes serving different purposes for various stages 

or elements of policy-making. It is telling, however, that interviewees often understood the 

use of specific methods (e.g., public workshops for policy) as characteristic of different 

processes (e.g., consultation and partnership). Additionally, different interviewees described 

the same process (e.g., consultation) as having a disparate logic or purpose (e.g., consultation 

as opportunity for gathering citizen feedback, and consultation as opportunity to advertise 

the department positively).  

These divergent conceptualisations of process(es) within policy-making are closely 

related to findings of terminological inconsistency described in Section 4.5.5, where 

interviewees referred to citizens using different terms (e.g., customers, users, partners, and 

stakeholders). Interviewees also used a number of terms to describe the role that citizens 

play in policy decision-making (e.g., engagement, consultation, partnership). In light of the 

findings presented in this section, it is argued that the terminological inconsistency presented 

in Section 4.5.5 is not inconsequential. Rather, a lack of clear and consistently applied 

concepts manifests in ill-defined policy decision-making processes, in which citizens and their 

role(s) are ambiguous and irregular.  
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 Terminology aside, what is clearly articulated here by interviewees is the enduring 

need of policy-making processes that incorporate citizens (and by extension social evidence) 

in some capacity. While the intricacies of such processes were not clearly outlined by 

interviewees, the fact that good policy decisions require such processes was evident. Analysis 

of interviews did, however, provide insight into a number of desired broader features of 

policy-making processes that involved citizens.    

Desired features of policy decision making processes  

 The various decision-making processes alluded to by interviewees were diverse in 

their apparent functioning. Analysis of interviews did, however, identify four broad features 

that were considered desirable for processes of policy decision-making that incorporated 

citizens. These four features are that policy decision-making processes should:   

 identify priorities and trade-offs between parties;  

 allow for frank and respectful exchange between parties;  

 make communication and information intelligible to all parties and;  

 account for contemporary digital communication methods used by citizens.  

The neutral term ‘parties’ is used here in place of more contested terms such as 

‘stakeholder’ and ‘partner’. This section draws from interviewee discussions to empirically 

ground these broad features. 

 Interviewees regularly noted that any policy-making process that involves citizens 

should identify priorities and trade-offs between relevant parties. This made decisions more 

manageable and enabled different opinions to be balanced more effectively: 
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“When they're controversial, when there's different opinions, sometimes within 

and sometimes without the department, that sort of say, so one group of people, 

they might be employees or they might be public, they think they should take one 

direction and others another…we'll say let's have a look at it, let's be an umpire 

and let's think about what are the principles that we've used to decide those 

things” [IP8] 

“If you look at our Animal Welfare Strategy you’ll see that we’ve tried to 

categorise the issues and unpack a broad issue into smaller decisions that 

ultimately will roll up to an improvement…We were able to take the 

Government’s preliminary sounding on animal welfare, out to industry, out to the 

diverse stakeholders, play it to them, get their feedback, and then provide policy 

advice to cabinet to say we’ve spoken to the stakeholders….these are the kind of 

priority areas. So we started off with pet shops, and now we’re moving to animal 

welfare research…So that fundamental breaking it down to achievable pieces is 

critical” [IP3] 

  

One interviewee noted that identifying priority areas impacts the allocation of 

resources, and that priorities are a necessity given budgetary constraints: 

“Once a knowledge gap has been identified we then go through a 

prioritization…Once the priority level has been set, that gives us some indication 

of how much resources internally that we allocate towards addressing that 

knowledge gap…Now at the end of the day, my operating budget is not big 

enough to address many of these knowledge gaps without further funding…So 

the priority setting says to me, do I allocate a lot of salary time to solving this 

problems, or do I put very little salary time into solving this problem? If it is a high 

priority we put a lot in” [IP4] 

 

 Interviewees also communicated the value of understanding where trade-offs are 

present and how these balance out between different positions:  

“The objectives you're looking to achieve are social, environmental, and 

economic. So you have to be monitoring all of that and where there's trade-offs, 

discovering or implementing methodologies that help you assist with saying well 

there's positives have happened here, these negatives have happened here, 

what's the net outcome?” [IP10] 

  



153 
 

One interviewee argued that the department was able to more confidently 

understand the risks involved in a particular policy decision by identifying the priorities and 

trade-offs between relevant parties: 

“So if there's any kind of problems or issues that you see, and there's always two 

sides to an argument, so you'll never get it correctly right, but you've got to be 

upfront and say, well this is the risk of doing what you're doing” [PIP1] 

 

The second feature highlighted by interviewees was the need for processes that allow 

for and encourage frank, honest, and respectful exchange between opposing parties. 

Interviewees often spoke of shark policy as a particularly divisive and contentious space to 

work in, and one that benefited from an inclusive decision-making process, where parties 

could communicate with one another safely and respectfully: 

“Sharks are from my experience, sharks fit into that whole don't discuss politics or 

religion...it's something I'm very aware of is that we need to set up safe spaces for 

people to share their views… So that's an example I guess of us designing another 

process that's inclusive and going to allow for anyone to really have their say” 

[IP9] 

“One of the sure things about doing anything in the shark space is you'll never 

keep everyone happy all the time. But what you can try and make sure that you 

are doing, particularly through the decision making process is that the things that 

you do or implement, are done in a clear and transparent fashion” [IP7] 

 

Policy decision-making processes aiming to successfully include parties with 

conflicting positions would require respectful dialogue:  

“The successful ones that I've seen, is where you've got a group of people who 

have very different points of view, or potentially have patches to protect and 

things like that, that are actually able to move into a place of openness. There is 

some degree of trust, there may not be an agreement necessarily on each other's 

point of view, but you can dialogue. There is actually space, there is actually a 

respect that enables different points of view to somehow starting inching a way 

forward” [IP12] 
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The requirement for frank but respectful dialogue also extended to those within the 

department. A number of interviewees noted that in order for policy-makers to be effective, 

they needed to provide ‘frank and fearless advice’ to those around them, often in the form of 

community feedback and opinions (i.e., social evidence) that were potentially unpopular with 

senior staff. The repeated use of this term across interviewees is likely explained by its 

inclusion within the NSW State Government’s Ethical Framework: 

“People that I work with or that I'm looking to hire, they have that same skill or 

that same culture where they're willing to provide frank and fearless advice. You 

know, they're willing to feed information up that people might not want to hear, 

but is reflective of how the community feels” [IP9] 

“Being a public service is an expectation of giving frank and fearless advice. So 

really my role is to present a recommendation and to provide a balanced view of 

both sides of an argument, so I've got to do that” [PIP1] 

 

The third feature identified was that decision-making processes should make 

communication and information intelligible to all involved parties. Interviewees emphasised 

the difficulty caused when parties involved in decision-making were unable to understand 

one another and communicated at different ‘levels’: 

“If you've got a decision to be made, you've got to make sure that you can get it 

up there, easily read it, easily understood…you don't want to go back and 

forward, because it's more likely it won't get up if they don't understand it the 

first time” [PIP1]  

“One of the biggest challenges in doing that, especially within government today, 

is being able to actually enunciate quite complex issues in a way that's easily 

understood by everyone” [PIP1] 

 “I think that skill set is really critical for complex situations, and those types of 

areas like right to farm or native title, shark policy or what are we going to do 

with this multidisciplinary cross-boundary type topic…really we need to 
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understand each other and work with each other so we can work out what 

typically is going to be very divisive” [IP12] 

“Knowledge translated into a way that it assists a range of people to be able to 

make decisions on it is I think super important…So knowledge, but turned into a 

format that everyone can, you know it's like a 'common speak', it is very 

important” [IP12] 

 

Interviewees recognised that citizens and government often speak different 

‘languages’, and that this may contribute to parties speaking at cross-purposes when involved 

in decision-making:  

“I'm trying to get at someone's views, someone's feelings, someone's sentiment, 

around a particular topic, and it's like how do you create a process that untangles 

all of that waffle? Which needs to happen because that's the natural way of 

sometimes people communicating, it's messy and it's authentic. So it's never 

going to fit into a box” [IP9] 

“What you'd often find is people who were writing the brief are so familiar with 

the topic that they wouldn't explain certain parts, it would be assumed 

knowledge, or they weren't...There wasn't a coherent logic articulated on the 

page to really walk the decision maker through why this is the recommendation 

they've come to” [IP1] 

“You can very much have local knowledge. It just doesn't come necessarily in the 

format that is easily digestible at a government level” [IP12] 

 

The last and possibly most important feature identified from interviews was the need 

for policy-making processes to recognise, and be equipped to deal with, the means by which 

contemporary citizens communicate and interact in their daily lives. In other words, decision-

making processes designed to include citizens require the use of modern digital 

communication platforms. The significance placed on this feature is reflective of the literature 

detailed in Chapter 2.1.2 regarding the changing expectations of citizens, given their adoption 

of social and online media technology. 
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 A number of interviewees noted that digital communication platforms were a natural 

place for citizens to communicate, and the onus was therefore on policy-makers to consider 

these places as vital resources of citizen thinking (social evidence) on policy issues:  

“I think now, whether or not government has created the environment where 

everyone can have a say it exists through that social online engagement” [IP3] 

“It's such a natural space for people to communicate right, and it's so intuitive 

now that if we're not somehow creating a process or a way to formally capture 

that it's such a shame, because there's so many discussions happening naturally 

in that space. I think it is up to us to create a process that's going to catch up to 

that discussion happening” [IP9] 

“I personally think that's a huge untapped resource that you can actually get the 

type of information that you need to actually make better policy” [PIP1] 

I think now, to get a sense of the discussions that are out there, yes it's important 

to be looking at some of the social media platforms [IP10] 

 

Two interviewees added that modern political debates now regularly play out on 

social media, and that if decision-makers were not involved, they may miss their opportunity 

to be part of the conversation: 

“Social media is an instantaneous thing. If you miss that sort of half hour or an 

hour, then you miss the debate. And so it's really really challenging there. So we 

occasionally do slip up for that very reason” [IP8]  

“Once something gets out on social you've got to own the space really quickly, 

like sinking a stake in an issue within minutes is really critical… Otherwise it takes 

off. So that's real, that skews decision making” [IP3] 

Relating to the process feature of ‘frank and respectful exchange’, one interviewee 

posited that social media platforms might provide such a space for this dialogue to occur:  

“People are engaging digitally that might not necessarily or certainly would not 

come and meet with us face to face…I'll give you an example of that, would be 

[redacted] discussion page, that was the social media page that was set up for 

people to talk about sharks…and it's that safety that we talked about earlier, it's 

about feeling...providing spaces for people to talk about how they feel and what 

they think in a safe space…people would discuss those kind of topics where they 
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felt was a safe space and would not necessarily want to engage with us like you 

said in a face to face capacity” [IP9] 

  

Interviewees repeatedly emphasised the importance of incorporating digital 

communication platforms in modern decision-making processes, but hastened to add that 

current processes left much to be desired in this respect: 

“I'm sure eventually there will be a better way to harness some of the feeling and 

information that sits there in social media, but it's not something that I feel DPI is 

what I would call on top of at the moment” [IP7] 

“We're not necessarily across the potentials of managing social media data” 

[IP10] 

“There's so much scope and capacity for us to engage online that we could be 

doing, just on a more, with a bit of process” [IP9] 

“In terms of capturing any of the messaging on Facebook or social media, that 

sentiment there is not captured in a routine manner unless it was a specific issue 

and we're going back to analyse or crunch some sentiment on that” [IP2]  

 

One interviewee explained why these platforms are not currently used to their full 

potential:  

“A lot of our systems are set up and our expectations are set up around people 

writing letters in and then getting a response back within four to six weeks. Now, 

people Google stuff or interact with companies via social media and get a 

response from a bot or a call centre you know, they get a response in a faster 

timeframe” [IP1] 

 “We need to be a digital government rather than you know, trying to just make 

electronic the previous processes that we've had” [IP1] 

 

Interviewees recognised that for policy-making processes to result in well informed 

decisions, they must account for ways in which modern citizens communicate. They also 

noted, however, that current processes were not adequately designed to incorporate such 
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platforms or spaces, reducing the ability of citizens to be involved in political conversations 

and the ability of policymakers to capture vital social evidence about issues of policy 

importance. This observation accords with the concerns raised by a number of scholars 

regarding the reality of government social media use (Chapter 2.3.1). 

Section 4.6.2 began by demonstrating the loose precision with which the terms 

process and processes were employed by interviewees when describing how they involved 

citizens in policy decision-making. Interviewees spoke of processes of engagement, 

consultation, and partnership, among others. Yet in describing how these processes were 

conducted, interviewees often ascribed different methods to the same process, or provided 

disparate logics for conducting such a process. The looseness with which the concept of 

process(es) was employed is a potential consequence of inconsistent use of terminology 

related to citizens and their role within policy-making.  

Importantly, however, Section 4.6.2 highlighted a number of features considered 

desirable for any policy decision-making process that involves citizens. In helping to address 

RQ2, Section 4.6.1 provides valuable insight that in order to make good decisions, policy-

makers require processes that: 

1. Identify priorities and trade-offs between parties;  

2. Allow for frank and respectful change between parties;  

3. Make communication and information intelligible to all parties; and 

4. Account for contemporary digital communication platforms used by citizens 

4.6.3 Summary and discussion   

The second research question of Study 1 asked: what do policy makers require to 

make good decisions? According to the findings presented in Sections 4.6.1 and 4.6.2, 
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interviewees recognised that policy makers benefit from: (1) multiple forms of evidence when 

making decisions; and (2) policy decision-making processes that involve citizens. Section 4.6.3 

summarises the findings for RQ2, and discusses the significance of these findings for the 

study’s overarching aim of understanding the types of information useful for policy decision-

making. It concludes by reflecting on requirements for good decision-making that may have 

been excluded from analysis due to the directed nature of dialogue between researcher and 

interviewee.  

 Section 4.6.1 focused on the importance of evidence in policy decision-making. Almost 

all interviewees highlighted the importance of using multiple forms of evidence, bar a small 

subset of interviewees that sought to prioritise scientific and technical evidence. Interviewees 

placed substantial importance on the need for decisions to be informed by ‘social evidence’.  

Social evidence enabled interviewees to understand citizen attitudes, sentiment, and 

concerns regarding policy. Social evidence contributed to decision-makers’ abilities to arrive 

at policies that were not only technically and scientifically viable, but enjoyed community 

support and adoption. Interviewees recognised that good ideas are often developed 

externally to government, and that citizens regularly held valuable knowledge on issues that 

affected them. The term ‘social evidence’ encapsulates important forms of citizen 

information, and does so in the language used by policy decision-makers themselves. As such, 

the researcher plans to adopt the term social evidence when referencing information 

important to policy that is about or created by citizens.  

 Section 4.6.2 outlined the concept of process(es) in policy decision-making. The 

section highlighted the loose application of the terms process and processes, and suggested 

that these inconsistencies may result from the ambiguous language used in reference to 
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citizens and their role in policy decision-making. Despite these terminological issues, Section 

4.6.2 identified four features of policy decision-making processes that were considered 

beneficial when involving citizens: (1) identification of priorities and trade-offs between 

parties; (2) frank and respectful exchange between parties; (3) communication and 

information to be intelligible to all parties; and (4) the inclusion of contemporary digital 

communication platforms used by citizens. In relation to RQ2, Section 4.6.2 suggests that in 

order to make good decisions, policy-makers require processes that involve citizens broadly, 

and processes that include the four identified features specifically.  

 Understanding the importance of evidence and process within policy decision-making 

contributes significantly to the overarching aim of Study 1. Interviewee emphasis on the 

requirement of social evidence for good policy-making is a reminder of the importance of this 

thesis’ central aim—namely, to contribute to policy-makers’ abilities to access and 

understand citizen thinking on social media about issues of policy importance. So too does 

the requirement for decision making processes to account for contemporary digital 

communication platforms.  

The four process features identified in Section 4.6.2 are useful starting points from 

which to develop a systematic approach to the use of social media for policy decision-making. 

Any such process requires the ability to identify the priorities of relevant parties to a policy 

issue and needs to account for the ways different parties communicate, acknowledging that 

citizen discussions are not always conducted in a language easily digestible to government 

and vice versa.  

As with RQ1, it is important to reflect here on requirements for good decision-making 

that are possibly absent from analysis and why this may be so. For one, much greater 
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discussion may have taken place with interviewees on the importance of scientific, technical, 

and even economic evidence in decision-making. These forms of evidence are vital to the 

success of policy, and without them policy-makers are unlikely to feel confident in a particular 

approach. Matters such as staff capabilities, supportive management, and adequate 

resources might all be important requirements.  

Findings for RQ2, then, are not intended to exhaustively list requirements for good 

decision-making. Rather they denote common lines of inquiry that researcher and 

interviewee were directed toward by nature of (co)constructing and addressing a shared 

problem relating to the use of social evidence in policy decision-making. 

  Sections 4.5 and 4.6 presented findings and discussions on RQ1 and RQ2, contributing 

substantially to an understanding of contemporary policy decision-making. In the next section 

(4.7), the main research question of Study 1 is addressed: what types of information (social 

evidence) are useful for policy decision-making?   

4.7 Findings MRQ: What categories of citizen information are useful for policy 

decision-making? 

Study 1 aimed to understand the types of information considered useful in policy 

decision-making, and analysis of interviews identified four categories of useful information: 

 attitudes to policy; 

 values;  

 understanding and misunderstandings of policy, and;  

 lived realities of those impacted by policy decisions. 
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Some categories emerge from insight gained from RQ1 and RQ2; others did not 

adequately fit within Sections 4.5 and 4.6.  

In the following section, each of the four categories is described, justified, and 

empirical data are presented to situate each category in interviewees’ everyday knowledge 

and experiences. The categories of citizen thinking or ‘social evidence’ detailed below are not 

exhaustive, but rather represent those developed through the analysis of empirical data 

collected for this study. Moreover, the categories are not designed to be exclusive, meaning 

that information could conceivably represent multiple categories simultaneously (e.g., 

information that highlights citizen attitudes toward a policy while also demonstrating 

understanding of that policy).   

 

4.7.1 Attitudes to policy  

Most interviewees indicated that it is very valuable to understand citizen attitudes 

toward a policy. They used several terms including citizen attitude, sentiment and feelings 

toward policies and decisions in their entirety, as well as certain aspects of policy or decisions.  

Citizen attitudes to policy were thought to provide a superficial insight into what 

citizens thought—the what of citizen thinking (e.g., positive/negative, for/against, 

support/opposition), rather than the why. The importance placed on this category of 

information is unsurprising given the previously discussed findings on social evidence and the 

changing role of citizens in policy decision-making. 

 In describing this information type, interviewees regularly referred to community 

attitudes to policy as ‘sentiment’. Decision-makers felt that understanding community 
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sentiment enabled them to estimate what the potential response would be to a policy’s 

implementation: 

“Before we go plunging into that decision, we really do need to understand what 

the response of the community would be” [IP11] 

“One of the things that came out of that [evidence] was this strong sentiment to 

say 'we don't want knee jerk reactions that reacts to the loudest voice or the Ray 

Hadleys of the world'….I just need some more information on what the sentiment 

is” [IP12] 

“How you measure community sentiment around programs of work that we have 

and that we're trying to achieve? And how they're going to be picked up and 

adopted in the community? And what the community sees and how to influence 

that?” [IP11] 

 

Interviewees regularly communicated a desire to understand concerns that citizens 

held when discussing sentiment toward policies. Understanding these concerns was thought 

to enable decision-makers to accurately target information and educational resources to 

areas where citizen concern was driving opposition to a policy: 

 “Getting a better sense of what their current issues are around that method, if 

they are concerned, and then, what is it that they're concerned about? And that 

then helps us target the right information” [IP11] 

 

Understanding the attitudes that citizens held toward potential policies also enabled 

decision-makers to identify possible alternative solutions: 

“This is what we are thinking about doing what are your thoughts? Also, do you 

have any other ideas?” [IP6] 

 “Now that was the community sentiment and the community feedback around 

the net trials was a real driver for this enhanced drone trial that we've got this 

summer with surf lifesaving NSW” [IP7] 
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Decision makers felt better equipped to understand how a policy decision might be 

received by a community when provided access to information about citizen attitudes, 

including their concerns, towards particular policy options. Information of this type enables 

decision-makers to address the concerns of the community and, where necessary, explore 

alternative solutions proposed by citizens themselves. The inclusion of this category of social 

evidence provides further support for the changing role of citizens in policy-making and the 

increasing importance of social evidence. This category does not, however, adequately 

address the information needs of policy decision-makers. Rather, interviewees 

communicated a need for additional information that enabled them to contextualise and 

understand why certain attitudes were held. 

4.7.2 Values 

Interviewees often expressed need for information that helped them identify factors 

underlying and driving citizen attitudes. Many interviewees noted the importance of looking 

beyond just what citizens thought about a particular issue or decision to understanding why 

people think or feel the way they do. They often used the word ‘values’ to describe these 

underlying influences. Values were considered more stable and less amenable to influence 

and change than attitudes.  

This section draws on the interviews to explain the inclusion of citizen values as a 

useful category of social evidence in policy decision-making. Policy design would benefit from 

accounting for the values of citizens that drive their attitudes across different issues and 

contexts, as well as the interests that citizens perceive to be served or harmed by policy 

decisions. 
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 Interviewees often employed the concept of citizen values when discussing what 

‘drove’ citizens to act and behave as they did: 

“You’re looking for information on community values or benefits” [IP10] 

“I mean 100 percent it's about the values base of people. It's about their drivers 

and about their struggles, and about what's critical and what's important to 

them…these [human-wildlife policy issues] are values-based issues” [IP12] 

“What is activating the actors in those environments?” [IP3] 

 

Values were understood by one interviewee to be principles that made segments of 

the community immovable and immune to changing their attitudes, even when provided with 

more information about a policy issue. In the example below, the interviewee refers to the 

policy issue of kangaroo harvesting, which supports IP12’s aforementioned understanding of 

human-wildlife policy as values-based:  

“So the work that I've seen done on kangaroos and kangaroo harvest is an 

example where there's been a look at the community perceptions around 

kangaroo harvesting. There's been a look at how harvesters, what drives them in 

terms of their motivations around harvest. I think it can be a really powerful story 

in terms of some parts of the community… You can try to educate, but they're not 

going to be movable because there's some fundamental principles that are 

driving them to arrive at that conclusion” [IP11] 

  

Interestingly, interviewees often advised that citizen values should be understood in 

non-economic terms, warning that it was mistaken to prioritise economic value over other 

forms of value: 

“So I certainly think there is really important work to be done on social...often 

economic data trumps social data. I think that's really unwise. I think you need 

thinking around why people do what they do” [IP12] 

“You may also, when you’re looking to quantify impacts, be wanting to work with 

stakeholders to put some sort of a value, either a very tangible one as in this is 
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the financial cost or benefit to me. Or, I expect to experience this negative or 

positive impact and the value of that. You know like a non-market impact, but the 

value of that” [IP10] 

  

Information that enables policy-makers to understand citizen values and interests is 

considered beneficial for a number of reasons. Most significantly, information about citizen 

values enables deeper insight into citizen attitudes, beyond just what they think to an 

understanding of why citizens act and believe in certain ways. Interviewees noted that certain 

policy areas were likely to be more values-based than others, in particular when dealing with 

human-wildlife conflict.  

4.7.3 Understandings and misunderstandings of policy  

Numerous interviewees observed that modern policy-making took place in an 

environment increasingly challenged by the spread of deliberate dis- and mis-information. 

Interviewees spoke of the difficulties caused by citizen misinterpretation of policy and the 

architecture of modern digital communication platforms.  

In light of these difficulties, it was suggested that policy-makers could benefit from 

information that identified citizens’ various understandings of what is actually being proposed 

in a policy (e.g., do citizens understand what shark nets are and what functions they serve?). 

These discussions led to the inclusion of the citizen information category ‘understandings and 

misunderstandings of policy’.   

Interviewees suggested that knowing what citizens understood about policy issues 

enabled them to direct educational resources. This was considered particularly useful when 

citizen opposition to a policy idea was thought to be premised on a lack of understanding 

regarding what that policy actually entailed: 
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“So I guess the information I'm looking from them is: what is their understanding 

of the current shark management methods? What is their understanding of the 

impact of those? Is there an opportunity for us to be targeting some campaigns 

around how to improve that knowledge, targeted at the right parts of the 

community that can be influenced by that information?” [IP11] 

  

Interviewees described what they saw as an increasing presence of mis- and 

disinformation in contemporary policy-making. In doing so, they often sought to distinguish 

between the presence of purposeful disinformation, and reasonable misinformation or 

misinterpretation: 

“I think we're increasingly dealing with the capacity for the misinformation that is 

put out. So people may be poorly informed, or purposefully misinformed, about 

what the impact of a policy will be” [IP10] 

“You have conclusions drawn based on poor information or limited information, 

or inability to look at the full range of perspectives, but then on the extreme end 

you have wilful misinformation” [IP10] 

 

One interviewee suggested that misinformation was often spread by groups or 

individuals with specific agendas or interest, in order to distort decision-making in their 

favour: 

“People will spread information wilfully aware that it's not truth, but that 

spreading that information will support a particular outcome they want to see 

achieved… encouraging misinformation and encouraging decision making based 

on misinformation” [IP10] 

 

 Interviewees highlighted a number of perceived impacts that misinformation and 

misinterpretation can have on policy decision making. One interviewee expressed frustration 

at how misinformation or misinterpretation about a policy decision can quickly circulate and 

become ‘fact’, multiplied when reported on and disseminated by media to the wider public. 
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This interviewee confided that they saw no solution to this challenge currently, and that 

within their role, responding to the spread of misinformation and misinterpretation was 

problematic: 

“You can push a message out, but the issue becomes that misinformation starts 

to come back, or misinterpretation. And often governments are not able to 

respond in a timely fashion to some of that misinformation. That misinformation 

then gets legs through other sharing and becomes fact, and that's a real 

challenge we've got at the moment” [IP5] 

“That festers and then the media picks up on that and starts to talk to this 

misinformation so its problematic, and I don’t have any solutions for it” [IP5] 

 

Another interviewee saw policy misinterpretation as a barrier to community 

acceptance or adoption of policy decisions. This interviewee suggested that community 

opposition to policy decisions may at times be premised on a misunderstanding of what that 

policy actually entailed, subsequently distorting the level of community support and 

adoption. Understanding when, where, and about what topics policy misinterpretation occurs 

enables decision-makers to direct educational resources so that citizens are able to make 

more informed choices on policy proposals:  

“And you know, people might say I don't like my SMART drumlines because they 

kill dolphins, and so they tick no I don't want to trial or whatever, and then we say 

well actually we haven't killed a single dolphin…So yeah, it's [opposition] born 

with this misunderstanding of what it actually is” [IP6] 

 Only one interviewee made a suggestion as to how these concerns may be alleviated:  

“I think it’s really valuable to be able to instantly have mechanisms to spot where 

information is coming up” [IP10] 

 



169 
 

While the suggestion provides little detail as to design of such a mechanism, it does 

offer a useful starting point from which to conceptualise understandings and 

misunderstandings of policy as a useful category of social evidence.  

Information that enables decision-makers to understand misinterpretation or 

misinformation of policy may be inadvertently gathered while looking for information related 

to citizen attitudes to policy or insight into citizen concerns and perceptions of policy impact. 

Decision-makers, however, may also benefit from an information-gathering approach 

specifically designed to thematise information related to citizen understandings and 

misunderstandings of policy. This would enable decision-makers to identify specific areas 

about policies that were leading to misinterpretation, and more effectively direct educational 

resources.  

4.7.4 Lived realities of those impacted by policy decisions 

Interviewees recognised that the policy decisions they made often impacted 

communities in ways that were difficult to predict. Many acknowledged that policies were 

often formulated by people who were not local to the communities that would be most 

impacted. They suggested value in information that provides insight into how communities 

understand and perceive the impact(s) of policies on their lives, both positive and negative.  

Understanding the impact of policy decisions on the lives of citizens, as perceived by 

them, was thought to help identify peripheral or unintended impacts that may not have been 

recognised by decision-makers unaffected by the policies they were designing or had 

previously implemented. Furthermore, this type of information was considered useful when 

distinguishing between those who had an opinion about a policy and those who would 
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actually be affected by it. This section details the social evidence category of lived realities 

and outlines the benefits it may provide to policy-makers.  

 Information of this nature was thought to help decision-makers more accurately 

appreciate the impact of policy decisions on communities, as understood by the citizens 

themselves: 

“So in terms of an impact assessment is, how is this going to affect you? And then 

how do you think it's going to affect your community? And to assist you, as I said, 

with that peripheral examination of impacts” [IP10]] 

 “What is the societal, environmental impacts? So we definitely have an eye on 

how does this affect the citizen” [IP3] 

  

Additionally, identifying the impact of policies on communities helped decision-

makers distinguish between those who were impacted, and those who just had an opinion. 

Differentiating between these groups ensured that decision-makers listened carefully to 

those most closely affected:  

“Understanding how that decision could impact, and then the perception of that I 

suppose, or the relative impact for different parts of the community. So it's a 

classic isn't it? You might get some very vocal people from Burke making a lot of 

commentary on an issue that really has nothing to do with them and won't affect 

them” [IP11] 

 “You’ve got the people that are affected by something, and the people who don't 

like it. And they're often on a very very different level, and you want to be able to 

balance. So people who don't like this, but they've actually got no reason to 

dislike it. So it's an emotional response rather than a response even in any sense 

rooted in fact” [IP8] 

“You know, we went above and beyond to try and determine the local views 

versus the non-residents… it's one thing to have a say on sharks, but then people 

recognize, and I've seen this with a lot of evidence to show, that people do go, 

'this is how I feel, but if I lived to Ballina I might have a different opinion'” [IP9] 
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 One interviewee pointed out that consideration of these impacts was necessary in 

decision-making, yet was not thought to be the determining factor in a policy moving forward. 

Rather, an understanding of how citizens perceived a policy would impact them enabled 

decision-makers to be aware of possible concerns: 

“It doesn't necessarily mean you're thinking about the impacts on the ground as if 

'oh if it's going to be bad we're not going to do it'. It's more about thinking 

through what are the follow on impacts? And how do we engage to make sure 

that we're considering what those impacts are? So if we make a decision, how is 

that going to affect?” [IP5] 

 

The majority of interviewees that discussed the usefulness of this information type did 

so by emphasising citizen perceptions of non-financial impacts. The importance of 

understanding financial, or economic, impacts was expressed by two interviewees however: 

 “We have to evaluate through a strategic lens what is the regulatory impact? 

What is the burden on cost of living?” [IP3] 

“You've also got social risk and you've got an economic risk. So you've got 

socially, loss of a livelihood for fisherman. Economically you've got the loss of an 

income for that family, but also the subsequent commercial impacts on the 

broader community” [IP4] 

  

Citizens may also perceive positive impacts of currently existing policies that decision 

makers are unaware of.  One interviewee indicated a role for information that enabled them 

to justify the continued existence of a policy through the perspectives and lived realities of 

impacted citizens: 

“I need evidence to demonstrate the return on the value…very hard to measure, 

because it is also about what if it didn’t exist?…and we need that social data, that 

strategy, to help us build that story for our continued existence and the continued 

work too” [IP12] 
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Similarly, another interviewee outlined a scenario in which a community expressed 

desire for the continuation of a soon-to-be ceased policy program. This example supports the 

abovementioned utility for information that helps more accurately determine how citizens 

perceive policies as impacting on their lives:   

“When we finished we thought we were going to walk away. Well they 

communicated to us that 'oh no you're not going anywhere, Government please 

keep [management action], we love them” [IP7] 

 

Many interviewees described the usefulness of information that gave insight into 

citizen perspectives on how policies impacted their lives, both positively and negatively. 

Information of this nature was thought to help identify peripheral impacts of policy decisions 

that were not initially considered. Furthermore, this information enabled decision-makers to 

distinguish between those who were directly affected by a policy and those who just had an 

opinion.  

4.7.5 Summary  

 The main research question for Study 1 asked what categories of citizen thinking (now 

social evidence) are useful for policy decision making? A number of categories, or types, of 

social evidence have been presented throughout Section 4.7. These categories were 

developed through extensive analysis of interviews, as well as through insight gained from 

findings for RQ1 and RQ2. The categories of social evidence presented in this section are by 

no means an exhaustive list detailing all possible—or even all of the important—types of 

social evidence useful in policy decision-making. Rather, the four categories presented here 

are those which have arisen through analysis and interpretation of the every-day knowledge 

and experiences of this study’s expert participants. This section provides a brief summary of 
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the four categories in Table 4.2, with a more substantial discussion on the findings and 

implications provided in Section 4.8.  

Table 4.2 - Categories of useful citizen thinking 

Category Description 

Attitudes 

Citizen attitudes were thought to represent a surface-level insight into 

what citizens think about policy topics. These attitudes were often basic 

(positive/negative, like/dislike) and helped decision-makers understand 

how citizens might respond to specific policies or announcements. 

Values 

Values were explained as the motivators and drivers of citizen thinking, 

i.e., what’s critical and important to them. These values were thought to 

influence the development of attitudes, and in turn could make certain 

segments of the community immovable or unlikely to change their 

attitudes. The significance of values as a category of information stems 

from the insight they provide into why citizens think or behave in certain 

ways, such as the valuing of things like the financial cost of policy or 

programs, or their impact on the environment. 

Understandings 

and 

misunderstandings 

Citizens’ understandings of policy topics were defined as information 

relating to commonly-held beliefs, whether factual or not, existing in the 

community. These understandings, or misunderstandings, were an 

important source of insight into whether governmental communication 

campaigns were effective, and how they might be improved. This category 

of citizen thinking also enabled decision-makers to identify the potential 

for citizen attitudes towards certain policy topics to be the result of 

misunderstandings. 

Lived realities of 

those impacted by 

policy decisions 

Lived realities relate to the personal experiences of citizens who live with 

policy decisions and provide policy-makers with insight into the often 

unforeseen or unexpected impacts of their decisions on the lives of 

citizens. This category of information is prized for its ability to distinguish 

between those who are impacted by a policy, and those who just have an 

opinion on it.  
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4.8 Chapter summary of findings, discussion and implications  

 Study 1 sought to develop an understanding of useful categories of information in 

policy decision-making, specifically those related to citizen thinking. In doing so, it 

endeavoured to contextualise and empirically ground the inquiry in participants’ practical 

every-day knowledge. The study purposefully drew on the experiences of 13 individuals 

responsible for various stages of policy-making to explore important dimensions of policy-

making, requirements for good decision-making, and categories of useful social evidence. This 

final section discusses overarching findings that have emerged through synthesis of the three 

research questions (Sections 4.5, 4.6, and 4.7). In doing so, it reflects on the implications of 

Study 1 for subsequent phases of research, as well as limitations in the study’s design. The 

main findings of Study 1 were: 

 policy decision maker information needs are influenced by the timing of a decision; 

 policy decision makers value citizen contributions; 

 policy decision makers see digital communication platforms as a valuable source 

of social evidence, and; 

 policy decision makers benefit from access to specific categories of social evidence 

(information about citizen thinking). 

Policy decision maker information needs are influenced by the timing of a 

decision 

Exploring RQ1 with participants provided rich insight into perspectives on important 

dimensions of contemporary policy decision-making.  In particular, analysis of dimensions one 

(why decisions needed to be made) and two (the influence of ‘politics’ and electoral cycles) 

highlight an important link between the information needs of policy decision-makers and the 

timing of a decision. Interviewees noted that decisions often arose either proactively, through 



175 
 

departmental research and Government election commitments, or reactively to external 

events and pressures that prompt a policy decision response (Section 4.5.1). In the case of 

reactive decisions, interviewees suggested a role for information that was contextual and 

localised to the incident or event prompting a decision. Alternatively, proactive decision-

making was thought to benefit from information that identified knowledge gaps, was broader 

in nature, and drew from a wider range of sources and contexts.  

This distinction in how a decision arises is significant, and was reinforced by 

interviewees’ discussions about the influence of electoral cycles on decision-making (Section 

4.5.2). A number of interviewees noted that earlier in an electoral term, policy decision-

makers were often more open to forward-thinking policy ideas that may have less community 

support. In contrast, governments nearing the end of their term were more likely to play it 

safe with big policy announcements, avoiding policy decisions that may provoke community 

opposition. 

These two dimensions provide valuable insight into the relationship between the 

information needs of policy-makers and the timing of a decision. The distinction between pro- 

and reactive decision-making, coupled with the influence of electoral terms, suggests to the 

researcher where and when subsequent findings in the thesis will be of most value to policy-

makers. This enables the researcher to position any systematic approach to gathering social 

evidence from social media relative to proactive or reactive decision-making.  

Policy decision makers value citizen contributions  

 The second major finding of Study 1 was developed through insight gained from all 

three research questions. All interviewees made repeated reference to the increasing 

importance of citizen involvement in contemporary policy decision-making. Most notably, 
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interviewees discussed at length what they understood as a changing role for citizens, one in 

which their contributions added greatly to the success of policy decisions (Section 4.5.4).  

Interviewees also agreed that successful policy decisions required justification based 

on social evidence (Section 4.6.1). In this context, social evidence was information about, or 

created by, citizens that gave insight into their thinking—including their attitudes, values, 

understandings, and lived realities regarding policy matters. Social evidence was seen as 

important because interviewees recognised that helpful thinking and ideas were often 

developed external from government, and that citizens regularly held unique insight and 

knowledge on issues that affected them. In addition, this form of evidence was considered to 

be outside the remit of scientist and technical experts. Social evidence therefore enables 

decision-makers to ensure that their policies are not only technically and scientifically viable, 

but enjoy community support and adoption. 

 This finding contributes to the thesis in a number of ways. First, it provides the 

remaining research with a new way of conceptualising its aim using the language of policy-

makers. Whereas previously the thesis had communicated its aim as related to accessing and 

understanding ‘citizen thinking’, it now benefits from adopting the terminology of ‘social 

evidence’. The aim, then, can now be communicated as contributing to policy decision-

makers’ abilities to access and understand social evidence, found through social and online 

media, about issues of policy importance. Secondly, this finding demonstrates the need for 

and clear benefit of an approach to systematically collect and qualitatively understand social 

evidence found online. As such, it serves to reinforce the necessity and timeliness of this 

thesis’ objectives. 
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Policy decision-makers see digital communication platforms as a valuable 

source of social evidence  

 The third major finding of Study 1 provides significant evidence for the thesis’ 

timeliness. Interviewees considered it beneficial for citizens to be included in policy decision-

making processes (i.e., social evidence) (Section 4.6.2). They regularly noted that digital 

communication platforms (social and online media) were valuable sources of social evidence, 

yet were currently underutilised for evidence-gathering purposes. Interviewees felt this 

underutilisation resulted in part from being ill-equipped to access and understand such 

information on digital communication platforms. Many believed that social media was a 

logical and easy place for citizens to discuss issues of policy importance, and that decision-

makers were missing valuable insight by not being more active in using it for social evidence 

gathering. This finding supports the project’s objectives and logic of developing a system that 

allows for the systematic gathering of such evidence. These findings also lend support to the 

observations of Macnamara (2016a) regarding the reality of government social media use. 

 Citizen discussions that take place on digital communication platforms, however, can 

be difficult to engage and assess, and interviewees spoke of a need for decision-making 

processes to make information intelligible to all involved. Citizens and government were 

thought to often speak at different levels, using completely different ‘languages’. A number 

of interviewees believed that these different communicating styles made it hard to 

incorporate social evidence, expressed in ‘every-day speak’, into policy-making. Policy-

makers would therefore benefit from an approach to accessing and understanding social 

evidence that could ‘translate’ the sometimes messy but authentic ways that people 

communicate into useful information for decision-making. 
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Policy decision-makers benefit from access to specific categories of social 

evidence (information) 

 This study aimed to categorise the types of citizen information most useful for policy 

decision-makers. In doing so, it developed four categories of social evidence communicated 

as useful by participants. As previously mentioned, these categories are not considered 

exhaustive, but rather represent only those derived from analysis of the interviews conducted 

for this study. Furthermore, the categories are not exclusive, and information (social 

evidence) gathered may be representative of more than one category. The four categories of 

citizen information are as follows:  

 attitudes to policy; 

 values; 

 understandings and misunderstandings of policy, and; 

 lived realities of those impacted by policy decisions. 

These four categories provide the foundation from which to conduct the next phase 

of research, in the thesis’ sequential research design (Chapter 3).  

Study 1 sought to categorise types of information useful in policy decision-making, 

with the intention of using these categories to guide the development of an approach to 

systematically collect and qualitatively analyse online citizen commentary. 

With these four categories of social evidence identified, Study 2 begins by exploring 

how previous research has attempted to gather online citizen commentary for the purpose 

of understanding policy topics. In doing so, it identifies various steps, or stages, required for 

this type of research, and the options available to researchers within. It uses these insights to 
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design and pilot of a novel approach that, importantly, centres the information needs of policy 

decision-makers, unlike previous iterations of citizensourcing detailed in Chapter 2.3.2. 
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Chapter Five: Study Two Part A – Developing an approach to systematically 

collect and qualitatively analyse online citizen commentary  
 

5.1 Introduction  

The central aim of this thesis is to contribute to policy decision-makers’ abilities to 

access and understand online citizen commentary about issues of policy importance. Having 

developed insight into policy-maker information needs in Study 1, Study 2 was designed to 

determine whether these needs (i.e., for social evidence) could be met by citizen commentary 

found in social and online media, and if so, how a process could be developed to 

systematically collect and analyse resulting data. These policy information needs functioned 

as a grounding mechanism throughout Study 2 – a reminder of what information was desired, 

and therefore what systematic approaches might be more or less appropriate for these needs.  

Study 2 was divided in two parts, both guided by an overarching objective. This 

objective was to review, develop, and pilot an approach for the systematic collection and 

qualitative analysis of online citizen commentary for the purpose of providing important 

social evidence for policy decision-making: the ‘Systematic Approach’. This overarching 

objective has three distinct dimensions (review, develop, and pilot), each contributing to the 

eventual design of the Systematic Approach. Chapter 5 (Part A) reports on dimensions 1 and 

2 (review and develop), with the piloting stage detailed in Chapter 6 (Part B). Where Study 2 

Part A fits within this project’s sequential research design is illustrated using Figure 5.1. 
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1. Reviewing what has been done before 

Section 5.2 of this chapter reviews approaches that have been used to find, collect, 

and analyse citizen commentary from social and online media that aimed to understand 

important public policy matters. This review process was instrumental for identifying 

important steps or stages involved in conducting this form of research, as well as options 

available to researchers at each stage. The review provided a foundation and evidence base 

for the subsequent development of the Systematic Approach. Section 5.2 references findings 

of the Systematic Mapping Study (Appendixes 1, 2, and 3) and their influence on the design 

of the Systematic Approach developed in this thesis. For reasons of brevity the entire process 

used to develop and conduct the aforementioned mapping study is not included in Chapter 

Interview policy 
decision makers to 

identify needs

Review of current 
literature to identify 

best practice and 
areas for 

improvement

Develop Systematic 
Approach with 

multiple influences

Pilot, record, and 
reflect on Systematic 
Approach with real 

policy cases

Evaluate usefulness 
of Systematic 
Approach by 

returning back to 
polciy decision 

makers

Figure 5.1 - Study 2 Part A position within research design 
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5. As such, its development, conduct, findings, and a full list of the 36 reviewed research 

studies are included in the following appendices: 

 Appendix 1: Outlines the development of the Systematic Mapping Study, including its 

inclusion and exclusion criteria, searching process, and data extraction categories; 

 Appendix 2: Reports the findings of the Systematic Mapping Study across the seven data 

extraction categories, and;  

 Appendix 3: Provides a full list of the 36 reviewed research studies that were included in 

the Systematic Mapping Study.    

2. Developing the Systematic Approach 

Section 5.3 details the development of the Systematic Approach, which combined 

insights from the mapping study, the social evidence information needs of policy decision 

makers (Chapter 4.7), and the importance of timing in policy decisions (Chapter 4.8). The 

Systematic Approach was designed to address the different needs of proactive and reactive 

decision-making (Chapter 4.5.1). Proactive decisions were characterised as those that focused 

on the identification of knowledge gaps, risk areas, and future possibilities—in this case, 

information was broad, came from a wide range of data sources, and was less inhibited by 

time constraints. Reactive decisions, on the other hand, were characterised as those that 

sought to address or respond to a specific incident, often in a shorter amount of time. In these 

circumstances, information was helpful if it was contextual and localised to the incident 

prompting a decision.   

 Section 5.4 briefly summarises the stages of review and development. In doing so, it 

establishes the foundation from which Chapter 6 (Part B) operationalises and pilots the 
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Systematic Approach, using two cases of policy decision-making—one real and one 

hypothetical.  

5.2 Reviewing what has been done by others – Systematic mapping study 

 The first stage of Study 2 used the systematic mapping study method to review 

existing research that had collected and qualitatively analysed citizen commentary found 

through social and online media for the purpose of understanding important public policy 

matters. The objective of this review was to categorise and compare how previous studies 

had used this broad research approach. Specifically, it aimed to identify and reflect on 

common and uncommon procedural steps taken when using this approach. Thus, Study 2 was 

able to develop the ‘Systematic Approach’ with insight from previous research practices.   

Section 5.2 documents this review process, outlining how the systematic mapping 

study method was used to address the abovementioned aim. Section 5.2.2 briefly discusses 

the findings of the mapping study with reference to Appendix 2. Section 5.2.3 then reviews 

major findings and how they inform the subsequent development of the Systematic Approach 

used in this study.  

5.2.1 Design of the systematic mapping study of previous approaches  

The review stage of Study 2 asked: how have previous researchers used online citizen 

commentary for the purpose of understanding important public policy matters? It 

investigated the common procedural steps taken by researchers using this approach, by 

asking questions such as—what social and online media data sources were used, and how 

were they found? How did researchers extract online data for analysis, and what qualitative 

analytic methods did they employ? 
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The review proceeded with the following overarching research question and a number 

of sub-questions to help focus the investigation: 

RQ: What are the common procedural steps taken in research using online citizen 

commentary as data in public policy research? 

 What terminology have studies used in reference to this type of data? (e.g., 

online comments, social media posts, citizen perspectives) 

 What online sources have studies collected data from? 

 How have studies identified and justified their data source(s)? 

 How have studies dealt with the unique ethical considerations of online 

research? 

 What method(s) have studies used to collect (extract) their data? 

 What method(s) have studies used to analyse their data? 

The systematic mapping study (SMS) method was appropriate to address the aim of 

this review stage and its specific questions because it enables review of topic-specific 

literature to understand and synthesise scholarly production associated with a concept 

(Guajardo Leal et al., 2019). In this study, the concept under investigation is the use of citizen 

commentary found through social and online media to understand public policy matters. 

Unlike traditional systematic literature reviews, which seek to compare and evaluate findings, 

mapping studies “are based on the concept that published articles not only represent findings, 

but, indirectly, represent activity related to the findings” (Cooper, 2016, p. 76). Cooper (2016) 

suggests that SMS should be a review “that seeks to identify, not results, but linkages…focuses 

on characteristics” (p. 76). In this review, linkages were sought that helped to interrogate 
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previous public policy research that had used this approach, and the procedural steps taken 

in doing so.  

The aim of mapping studies, then, was not the synthesis of findings from the studies 

under review, but their categorisation within an ‘inductively developed framework’ 

(O'Cathain, Thomas, Drabble, Rudolph, & Hewison, 2013). Petersen et al. (2015) developed a 

framework for conducting and reporting such reviews, making two important contributions 

to the scope and outcome of SMS: (1) that SMS should aim for a good sample, rather than all 

possible studies on the topic, or “in other words, more articles may not be better than fewer, 

if the fewer articles are a better representation of the population of articles for the target 

topic” (p. 2); and (2) that SMS should result in “an inventory of papers on the topic area, 

mapped to a classification” (p. 2). 

 Systematic mapping studies are best undergird by questions that allow findings to be 

categorised across commonalities/differences linking the reviewed studies. Furthermore, 

SMS research questions are often divided into sub-questions to aid data extraction (Petersen 

et al., 2015). The overarching research question and related sub-questions presented at the 

beginning of Section 5.2.1 enable this categorisation and data collection. 

 Systematic mapping studies comprise six main components: (1) research question; (2) 

search strategy; (3) study selection and quality assessment; (4) data extraction; (5) analysis 

and classification; and (6) results of the mapping (Petersen et al., 2015). See Appendix 1 for a 

comprehensive overview of how these stages were operationalised in this study, and 

Appendix 3 for a full list of reviewed studies. 
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5.2.2 Findings of the Systematic Mapping Study  

 The systematic mapping study resulted in a detailed and thorough classification of the 

reviewed studies across each of the questions outlined in Section 5.2.1. For matters of 

continuity, these findings are presented in full with accompanying figures in Appendix 2. 

Discussion of the findings and their bearing on the design of the Systematic Approach to 

analysing online citizen commentary data for policy is presented in Section 5.2.3. 

5.2.3 Discussion of findings and influence on the design of an approach to systematically 

collect and qualitatively analyse online citizen commentary 

 The mapping study identified options that researchers can use in each stage of this 

research approach, from selecting appropriate data sources to methods of data extraction 

and analysis. Section 5.2.3 details the major findings of the mapping study with specific focus 

on how they relate to, and influence, the subsequent design of the Systematic Approach. In 

particular, attention is paid to how these insights can best be incorporated in the Systematic 

Approach to cater to differing policy decision making contexts, i.e., proactive and reactive 

decision-making.  

5.2.3.1 Data sources and data quantity – multiple source types are required for 

comprehensive insight 

 Two major insights from the mapping study relate to: (1) the importance of gathering 

data from multiple source types, and (2) the difficulty in determining when enough data has 

been collected for analysis. This section explains these two insights and provides 

recommendations for how they might be addressed in the design of the Systematic Approach. 

 The majority of reviewed studies gathered data from multiple sources (e.g., New York 

Times and the Washington Post). Overwhelmingly, however, studies relied on a single source 



187 
 

type (e.g., online news media or Facebook). Only six of the 36 reviewed studies gathered data 

from multiple source types (e.g., online news media and Facebook). This latter finding directly 

influenced the design the Systematic Approach.  

 The digital architectures of online spaces can enable, constrain, promote, and 

discourage certain communicative and social behaviours (Bossetta, 2018; Waterloo, 

Baumgartner, Peter, & Valkenburg, 2017). As explored in Chapter 2.1.1, platform design 

features such as user anonymity, character limits, and supported modes of communication 

(e.g., written text, images, and/or video) each influence the way that platform users will 

communicate and interact. Research on important public policy matters is, therefore, unlikely 

to gain comprehensive insight if data (i.e., citizen commentary) is gathered exclusively from 

single source types. Whereas citizen commentary about a policy issue might be polarised, 

aggressive, or bipartisan on one platform due to its architectural design (e.g., Twitter), the 

opposite might be found on another source type (e.g., blogs).  

Certain platforms (e.g., Twitter) are often employed for quick dissemination or 

gathering of information, such as in times of emergencies or as events unfold (Osborne & 

Dredze, 2014; Tandoc & Johnson, 2016). Online news organisations frequently post ‘breaking 

news’ articles on social media platforms, thereby generating community discussions (Rafeeq 

& Jiang, 2020). These platforms may become more useful when information is being sought 

for reactive policy decision-making. It is important, therefore, to consider both the 

architectural component of platforms, as well as the social practices governing how, when, 

and why they are used.   

It is suggested, then, that in the subsequent design of the Systematic Approach, data 

are gathered from multiple sources and source types. Citizen commentary about some policy 
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topics is likely to be found in greater quantity on certain platforms or sites, meaning data will 

not always be collected in equal numbers from different source types. Regardless, researchers 

using social and online media platforms to gather data must account for how their chosen 

sources (and therefore the resulting data) have been shaped by the design and digital 

architectures of these spaces. Furthermore, close attention should be paid to how data is 

generated differently across source types in response to events.  

 The reviewed papers also provide useful insight concerning the appropriate quantity 

of data (i.e., comments) to collect for analysis (Appendix 2.3). The mean number of comments 

used as data across the reviewed studies was n = 1, 473. While this quantity is helpful in 

illustrating previous research practice, each policy area will have contextual differences, so 

that the appropriate types and amount of data will differ. There is no set rule or guide to know 

when ‘enough’ data has been collected. One policy matter might prompt widespread citizen 

commentary across multiple platforms and from a range of demographics, whereas another 

might be localised to a specific region or interest group and in turn have a much smaller and 

more concentrated pool of available data. 

Instead of attempting to predetermine a fixed quantity of data, then, the thesis 

recognises the importance of collecting and reporting additional contextual information 

about the characteristics of a data set. Half the reviewed studies reported additional 

contextual information about data collected and analyses, including how much data came 

from specific sources, how many individual contributors there were, and how many individual 

words made up a data set. This kind of information contributes to a richer understanding of 

the data being analysed, allowing researchers to more deeply interrogate how their analysis 

of citizen commentary is influenced by where data originate. This contextual information also 
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allows readers or users of the dataset (e.g., policy-makers) to more confidently understand 

how insights were arrived at and determine their credibility and utility.  

Many studies discuss the representativeness of social and online media data of wider 

populations (Blank & Lutz, 2017; Mellon & Prosser, 2017; Tufekci, 2014), which can be used 

to question the generalisability of findings that result from this form of research. This is a 

long-standing methodological issue, and one that contextualising the origins of collected data 

is unlikely to solve. However, revealing the context of data—and gathering data from multiple 

source types—may help establish appropriate diversity in data sets. It won’t bypass the issue 

of representativeness, but begins to acknowledge the complexity of determining 

representative data samples in social and online media research.   

 Rather than mandating a specific quantity of data, the Systematic Approach should 

emphasise the importance of gathering data from multiple sources and source types. 

Moreover, the Systematic Approach should report additional contextual information about 

gathered data, thereby helping to establish appropriate diversity in data sets.  

5.2.3.2 Identifying and justifying data sources  

 The reviewed studies justified their use of specific data sources through logics 

including, inter alia: readership demographics, political orientation, and the number of 

comments available (Appendix 2.4). Three studies, however, identified and justified their use 

of data sources with Kozinets’ (2010) netnographic research techniques.  

 It is argued above that data must be collected from multiple sources and source types, 

but how does one identify and justify the specific online data sources used? As De Brún, 

McCarthy, McKenzie, and McGloin (2014) note, netnography aids researchers in this task by 

providing a process through which sites can be investigated and interrogated for their value 



190 
 

as a data source. Kozinets’ (2010) netnographic approach to research online is well 

established and has been employed across multiple and diverse research settings (Elvey, 

Voorhees, Bailey, Burns, & Hodgson, 2018; Giles, Holmes, McColl, Sniehotta, & Adams, 2015; 

Heinonen & Medberg, 2018). The netnographic approach accounts for and integrates a 

number of the logics used in the reviewed studies, including amount of comments available, 

amount of individual contributors, as well as the ability to discern political orientation and 

contextual demographic information about individual sources (Appendix 2.4). This process 

results in a comprehensive understanding of where topic-specific conversations are taking 

place online, and the types of language and communicative behaviours used by discussants. 

For this same reason, however, the process of netnography can take more time than is often 

afforded during fast-paced reactive decision-making.   

 For the above reasons, the design of the Systematic Approach incorporated elements 

of Kozinets’ (2010, 2016, 2019) netnographic approach to research online, specifically as 

related to identifying and justifying sources of data. For a comprehensive overview of 

netnography and stages relevant to this process see Appendix 4 – Netnographic research 

techniques for identifying appropriate data sources.  This process is particularly well-suited 

for proactive policy decision-making, in which policy-makers are afforded more time to 

understand and investigate citizen thinking about an issue. Alternatively, reactive decision-

making requires faster and more responsive identification of data sources. Data sources 

required in reactive settings will likely be dictated by the localised and contextual nature of 

the situation prompting a response, thereby reducing the need or ability for such a 

comprehensive data source identification process.  
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5.2.3.3 Methods of data extraction – The ‘whack-a-mole’ software phenomenon  

 28 of 37 studies reviewed did not provide information about how they extracted data 

from sources (Appendix 2.6). Without such information it is difficult to adequately scrutinise 

this component of the research approach, because extracting data from sources is 

fundamental to research using social and online media. Recent developments in the area of 

online data extraction may partly explain both the underreporting of this research stage, as 

well as the relative reliance on manual methods of extraction.  

 In 2018 a major story broke of the British political consultancy firm Cambridge 

Analytica, revealing the company’s use of questionably-obtained data from millions of 

Facebook user profiles (Cadwalladr & Graham-Harrison, 2018). These revelations instigated 

major changes in the ways that social media platforms allowed third parties to access user 

data. Since these changes were implemented, a number of scholars have raised concerns that 

this has effectively ‘locked out’ researchers—severely reducing their ability to research and 

scrutinise how these platforms function and the ways that users obtain and share information 

(Schneble, Elger, & Shaw, 2018). Bruns (2019) provides a comprehensive overview of these 

changes, noting that the issue is “emblematic of a longer and more gradual process of 

disconnect between platforms and scholars” (p. 3). Software, once widely used to extract data 

from these platforms, has now had its access revoked or severely restricted (Rieder, 2015). 

These developments have given rise to what can be considered a ‘whack a mole’ approach, 

whereby developers are continually updating extraction software only to have it shut down 

by major social media platforms. Bruns (2019) terms this development an ‘arms race’ of 

“scrapping [extraction] tools and countermeasures between researchers and platform 

providers” (p. 18). 
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 How do these developments affect the design of a Systematic Approach to social and 

online media research, which requires data extraction from these platforms? Bruns (2019) 

warns that recent changes have made “scraping-based approaches precarious and unreliable 

especially for larger-scale and longer-term projects” (p. 18). As such, it is recommended that 

Systematic Approach users be alert to developments and services that facilitate extraction of 

comments/posts from platforms, including the use of third-party providers that may incur 

cost to the user. At the time of writing (January 2020), a paid service is available for extracting 

data from major social media platforms (i.e., Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, YouTube, TikTok, 

Vimeo) called exportcomments.com. If available at the time of use, it is suggested that this 

service be considered.   

Alternatively, researchers should be prepared to manually extract data through copy 

and pasting methods. This latter option is time-intensive and therefore able to gather far less 

data than automated software. This continued use of manual approaches to data extraction 

reinforces the need for robust processes to identify and justify data sources, as well as the 

need for contextual information about the data being gathered.    

5.2.3.4 Methods of data analysis – Policy maker information needs 

 Many of the reviewed studies used thematic analysis or other methods that prioritised 

actively interpreting qualitative data to give voice to contributors (social and online media 

users) (Appendix 2.7). These analytic methods privilege the language, vocabulary, and 

perspectives of users—traits that complement the focus on passively-sourced data (i.e., data 

generated and directed by users, rather than solicited by researchers for the purposes of 

analysis). This privileging of user perspectives aligns with the original intentions of this 
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research approach, namely its desire to understand important public policy matters through 

citizen commentary. 

  The effective analysis of citizen commentary requires a qualitative method that 

enables themes and insights to emerge that reflect the thinking of social and online media 

users in their own language. This will produce findings that help policy-makers understand 

community thinking about policy matters. Analyses should also produce findings that benefit 

policy-makers and which account for their specific information needs. The ideal analytical 

method will remain open and flexible to emerging themes within data, while also ensuring 

that analysis is guided by the information needs of the intended audience.  

The Systematic Approach will use a combination of provisional and initial coding 

(Charmaz, 2014; Saldana, 2016) to meet these needs. The coding approaches are explored 

below. 

Study 1 demonstrated that policy decision-makers wanted information about citizen 

attitudes to policy, values, understandings and misunderstandings of policy, as well as the 

lived realities of those impacted by policy decisions. These information categories are a useful 

starting point from which to develop a provisional coding book (Dey, 1993; Saldana, 2016) 

that can be employed in the Systematic Approach for both pro- and reactive decision making. 

Using a provisional code book that includes these information categories helps structure data 

in a way that accounts for the needs of policy decision-makers.  

Gathering data from social and online news media can provide immediate, 

spontaneous, and unfiltered insight into citizen thinking (Breheny & Severinsen, 2018; 

Cabrera, Brandt, McKenzie, & Bluhm, 2019; Farrell, Warin, Moore, & Street, 2016). An 

emphasis on spontaneous and ‘raw’ insight into citizen communication requires a 
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complementary method of analysis that allows for the natural emergence of themes from 

data. To process this type of data, and to complement the provisional codes provided by the 

information categories, an initial coding (Saldana, 2016) approach is proposed.  

For a detailed account of how provisional and initial coding approaches are 

operationalised, see Section 5.3 Stage 5. Analysing your data.   

5.2.3.5 Ethics in online research – Guidelines, not Recipes  

 The reviewed studies addressed ethical concerns in data use in various ways 

(Appendix 2.5). Ethics in the field of social and online media research is fast evolving and 

contentious, and “there is no consensus regarding major ethical issues” (De Brún et al., 2014, 

p. 75). This lack of consensus has prompted guidelines to address reoccurring ethical concerns 

within this form of research including user anonymity, informed consent, power imbalances, 

and the ‘publicness’ of online data (British Psychological Society, 2017; franzke, Bechmann, 

Zimmer, & Ess, 2020; Kozinets, 2019). The Association of Internet Researchers (AoIR) argues 

that this means the best way forward is to “develop guidelines, not recipes” (franzke et al., 

2020, p. 6). 

But how might ethical guidelines be integrated into the design of the Systematic 

Approach? Scholarly research in Australia is governed by the NHMRC’s National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2018), which makes a number of suggestions regarding 

the use of ‘secondary data or information’, i.e, “data or information that was originally 

generated or collected for previous research or for non-research purposes” (National Health 

and Medical Research Council, 2018, p. 36). In discussing the types of citizen-generated data 

collected from social and online news media, the national statement makes clear that use of 

such data must be considered “in the context of the need for consent or the waiver of the 
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requirement for consent by a reviewing body” (National Health and Medical Research Council, 

2018, p. 36). The thesis has obtained such a waiver (see Ethics Approval).  

The NHMRC (2018) also suggests that researchers should “understand the context in 

which data or information was collected or disclosed, including the existence of any 

relationship of confidence, or if available on the internet, the privacy settings that apply” (p. 

37). The importance placed on understanding the context of information and data disclosure 

is supported by Nissenbaum’s (2004) concept of privacy as contextual integrity, which 

suggests that privacy is contextual in so far as it is “dependent upon the relational contexts 

within which information is shared” (franzke et al., 2020, p. 13). In other words, online spaces 

will differ in the way that information is shared between users, and in the assumed 

publicness/privacy of those spaces (e.g., a closed private Facebook group compared to the 

public comment section underneath an online news article). The onus, then, is on the 

researcher to maintain the contextual (privacy) integrity of a digital space, and understand 

relationships of confidence, and the privacy settings that apply.  

Table 5.5 below outlines major ethical considerations and provides recommendations 

for how they can be systematically addressed using the guidelines set by the NHMRC’s 

national statement, as well as Nissenbaum’s (2004) concept of contextual integrity. 
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Table 5.5 - Recommendations for addressing ethical considerations of online research 

Ethical considerations Recommendations 

Aliases/pseudonyms The intended use for the Systematic Approach is to understand citizen thinking about important public policy matters. The gathering or 

reporting of users’ names from social or online media platforms serves no analytic, practical, or theoretical purpose in this form of 

research. 

 

It is recommended that no users’ names are extracted or reported in the process of using this Systematic Approach. In cases where a 

piece of data is being used to illustrate a finding or theme, it is recommended that a pseudonym is used in place of the contributor’s 

name if necessary. The only exception to this recommendation is in cases where the contributor is a public figure posting from their 

public account (e.g., an elected member of government).   

Anonymity of users Maintaining the anonymity of contributors to online discussions is of paramount concern. Users of the Systematic Approach should 

always assume that contributors wish for their contributions to remain anonymous. As discussed in the above section, reporting on or 

collecting contributor’s names or details serves no purpose in the conduct of this form of research. 

 

It is recommended that anonymity be ensured through the use of aliases/pseudonyms, not collecting contributor’s name when extracting 

data, and through the paraphrasing of comments where necessary (see below section). 

Informed consent Ethical guidelines such as the NHMRC’s suggest that informed consent is gained from contributors to online discussions where it is 

possible, or feasible. In circumstances where there is not the case, it is recommended that a waiver of consent is sought from an 

institutional review board.  

 

The necessity of gaining informed consent will vary depending on factors such as: the sensitivity of the issue being investigated, possibility 

of contact with vulnerable groups, potential for harm to commenters, and the contextual privacy of the online data in question. 
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In the circumstances where contributors’ names are not being reported, their comments paraphrased when reported, and data collected 

exclusively from public spaces, it is not considered necessary to gain informed consent, except in cases of sensitive research topics.  

Paraphrasing of 

comments 

Paraphrasing textual data gathered from online sources is becoming a common practice in research of this nature. As stated in the section 

on user anonymity, paraphrasing comments provides another layer of distance between the contributor and the reporting of findings.  

 

Unlike the use of aliases/pseudonyms, however, a researcher must reflect on whether the paraphrasing of textual data will impact the 

resulting analysis and conclusions by distorting the original communication. 

 

Where paraphrasing is not used, and a full, traceable quote is used to illustrate a finding or theme, it is increasingly common that informed 

consent is sought from the original contributor. This is a growing practice and recommended by the AoIR (franzke et al., 2020, p. 10). As 

this research has been evaluated as low risk and all data will be gathered from publicly viewable spaces, however, paraphrasing will not 

be used for quotes.  

Contextual integrity 

of online data 

Nissenbaum’s (2004) concept of privacy as contextual integrity provides a useful way of determining when it is appropriate for user-

generated online data to be used for purposes other than it was intended (i.e., research). Contextual integrity suggests that online spaces 

contain “structured social settings with characteristics that have evolved over time (sometimes long periods of time) and are subject to 

a host of causes and contingencies of purpose, place, culture historical accident, and more” (Nissenbaum, 2010, p. 130).  

 

Being guided by the concept of privacy as contextual integrity means that the researcher must understand the cultural and social practices 

within an online site to determine how, when, and why information and data is shared (or not). In using the approach, Sar and Al-Saggaf 

(2013) suggest that “we can work out the norms [of an online site] by looking at the ends, purposes and values of the site or organisation” 

(p. 415).  

 

Putting contextual integrity into practice requires the researcher to ask a number of questions when seeking online data. How are 

platform users sharing information and communicating to one another? Are discussions being had in closed, private groups? Are people 

actively talking with strangers in a publicly viewable discussion thread to prosecute their opinion? Have contributors responded to an 
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online news article that encourages comments and debate? These types of questions allow the researcher to understand the norms of 

an online site or platform, and how users share information or communicate with one another.  

 

In a case where a discussion is found in a closed group about a sensitive topic, then the contextual integrity of that site tells us that those 

discussions are not admissible as research data. This situation presents an entirely different context then, say, many members of the 

public openly discussing an issue in a Twitter thread, on an online news media comment section, or in response to social media post 

made by a public figure or public institution.  
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Section 5.2 described how a systematic mapping study approach was used to review 

previous research that had used citizen commentary from social and online news media to 

understand important public policy matters. The mapping study identified and explained a 

number of considerations that require addressing in the design of the Systematic Approach. 

These considerations include: 

 need for multiple source types  

 identification and justification of data sources through a systematic process 

 importance of additional contextual information about dataset and sample  

 openness to automated data extraction software but preparedness for manual 

extraction 

 data analysis to be informed by policy-maker information needs 

 ethical considerations approached through guidelines rather than recipes.  

The Systematic Approach developed in the following section incorporates these 

insights.  

5.3 Developing the ‘Systematic Approach’ 

 The first stage of Study 2 used a systematic mapping study to review existing research 

that collected and qualitatively analysed citizen commentary from social and online news 

media to understand important public policy matters. This second stage integrates findings 

from the systematic mapping study into the design of a systematic approach for collecting 

and analysing data that meets the needs of policy-makers.  

 Section 5.3 documents and explains all six stages of the Systematic Approach (Figure 

5.5). Each section begins with an overview of the stage and its main components, including 
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the types of questions that need to be addressed, as well as the rationale for that stage. 

Suggestions are then provided for how each stage will operate differently in proactive and 

reactive policy decision-making contexts.  

 

Figure 5.5 - Six stage Systematic Approach 

Stage 1. Determining inquiry scope and relevant publics  

 The first stage in the Systematic Approach requires the user to direct their research 

aims by determining the scope of inquiry based on which publics (groups/stakeholders) are 

involved in, or possibly impacted by, the research or policy area. This helps the researcher 

define the geographic and temporal scope of the study, as well as its relevant publics (e.g., 

stakeholders and interest groups). The scope of inquiry will depend on whether the research 

is being conducted in a pro- or re-active decision-making context, a distinction explored in 

more detail below. 

In a proactive situation, a researcher is likely to have an existing idea of the type of 

information they are looking for regarding a specific policy or set of policies. For instance, a 

1. Determine inquiry scope and relevant publics

2. Identify and justify data sources

3. Address ethical considerations

4. Collect data 

5. Analyse data

6. Report and visualise data
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user might seek information from specific communities regarding proposed changes to or 

termination of an existing policy. Alternatively, in a reactive decision-making scenario, a 

researcher is likely to have a predetermined geographic scope, by nature of reacting to a 

specific event or situation. In this case, the researcher might be interested in gathering social 

evidence from citizens of a specific location (e.g., how they are communicating their lived 

experiences of an incident).  

Table 5.6 below summarises this stage in the Systematic Approach and includes a 

number of sample questions from which to build an investigation. The table also outlines the 

different considerations in instances of pro- or reactive decision making.  

Table 5.6 - Stage 1 - Determining your inquiry scope and relevant publics 

Determining inquiry scope and relevant publics 

General Overview 
This initial stage requires the user to determine the specific policy area to be investigated, as well 
as the relevant publics. It should be clear to the user at this early stage whether they are working 

within a pro- or reactive decision making context. 
 

The geographic and temporal scope and relevant publics defined in this stage act as a foundation 
for the remaining Systematic Approach, and will inform the choices made in subsequent stages.  

Sample Questions 
What is the specific policy issue, or situation, you are investigating? 

What is the geographic scope/scale of the policy issue? (i.e., are there specific regions, town, or 

cities about which information is required?) 

Who are the relevant publics in this policy issue? (i.e., is information being sought from certain 

demographic/psychographic groups such as business owners, community groups, or age groups?) 

What is the temporal scope of the research? (i.e., is the researcher interested in gathering data 

within or from a specific time frame?) 

What are the preliminary types of social evidence being sought? (i.e., attitudes about an existing 

policy? Level of understanding about a proposed policy?) 
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Proactive decision making 

 

 Geographic scope and relevant publics are 

likely to be broader than reactive situations 

 Desired social evidence will be informed by 

the inquiry scope (policy area) being 

proactively investigated  

 

 

Reactive decision making 

 

 Geographic scope/scale and relevant 

publics largely determined by the situation 

prompting reactive decision making  

 Temporal scope is likely to be limited to a 

period surrounding the situation being 

investigated and its immediate after-effects 

 Desired social evidence will be informed by 

the situation and its contextual factors (i.e., 

location, history, current policy 

circumstances) 

 

Stage 2. Identifying and justifying your data sources 

 Stage 2 of the Systematic Approach builds on the foundational parameters established 

in Stage 1, including the situation being investigated, the geographic and temporal scope of 

the research, and relevant publics. Stage 2 now requires the user to identify and justify the 

social and online media sources that data will be gathered from. The main focus of this stage 

involves users spending time exploring various social and online media platforms to 

understand where conversations relevant to their investigation are taking place. As outlined 

in Section 5.2.3, users should endeavour to gather data from multiple data source types. 

While not always possible, this ensures that diverse data is collected from platforms that 

differ in their digital architectures (i.e., the communicative and social behaviours enabled or 

constrained by platforms).   

The process of identifying data sources is largely determined by the circumstances in 

which the research is being conducted, i.e, whether it is pro- or reactive. In proactive decision-

making a user is less likely to have time constraints and can thus conduct a more thorough 

investigation of possible data sources. Proactive situations are also more likely to have 

broader geographic parameters, so data sources will be more geographically dispersed than 
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in a reactive context. A user conducting policy research proactively is advised to identify 

appropriate data sources using elements of Kozinets’ (2019) investigation approach, including 

its procedures of simplification, searching, scouting and selecting. A detailed account of these 

procedures and their operationalisation is provided in Appendix 4. 

In cases of reactive decision-making, users are more likely to have pre-established 

geographic parameters governing the investigation, and this has direct bearing on identifying 

appropriate data sources. For example, an event in a specific town or region may have 

prompted reaction from policy-makers, thereby directing the identification of data sources to 

those geographically relevant. Reactive decision-makers are likely to seek pre-determined 

types of social evidence (e.g., the user is interested in understanding how a specific region is 

responding to or dealing with a recent situation) and usually have less time to conduct an 

identification process as detailed as the one suggested for proactive circumstances. The data 

source types selected in reactive situations will be partly dictated by the social conventions 

governing when and how certain platforms are used. For instance, Twitter is a platform often 

employed during breaking political announcements, and therefore provides an important 

data source to explore initial political and media reactions to events (Osborne & Dredze, 2014; 

Tandoc & Johnson, 2016). Similarly, Facebook is regularly used by news media companies to 

post breaking stories, often generating mass citizen commentary (Jenkins & Nielsen, 2018; 

Oeldorf-Hirsch & Sundar, 2015).  

Table 5.7 below summarises this stage in the Systematic Approach, including sample 

questions to help guide its conduct and different considerations in instances of pro- and 

reactive decision-making.  
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Table 5.7 - Stage 2 - Identifying and justifying data sources 

Identifying and justifying data sources 

General Overview 
This second stage requires the user to identify and justify the sources they will gather data from. 
This stage involves close consideration regarding how the foundational parameters established in 

the first stage impact the choice of appropriate data sources. 
 

Identifying and justifying appropriate data sources is strongly influenced by whether the research 
is being conducted in a proactive or reactive decision making context. Users should reflect on the 

geographic and temporal parameters of their investigation, and its relevant publics, to ensure that 
data sources are selected accordingly.  

Sample Questions 
 What are the time constraints on the investigation? (i.e., how much time is there to conduct a 

thorough investigation of possible data sources?) 

 Where are relevant discussions happening about this policy area online? 

 How do the geographic parameters and relevant publics of the investigation inform the 

selection of appropriate data sources? (i.e., are there data sources available from, or about, 

specific geographic regions? Can location of users be determined by certain data sources?) 

 Is there diversity of data source types? (e.g., Facebook, online news media, blogs) 

 

Proactive decision making 

 

 Less geographically constrained than 

reactive, so possibly more geographically 

diverse data sources 

 Adequate time for a thorough exploration 

of possible data sources  

 Likely to gather data from more diverse 

sources and source types  

 Source identification and selection 

informed by Kozinets’ (2019) investigation 

procedures of simplify, search, scout, and 

save 

Reactive decision making 

 

 More directed investigation than in a 

proactive decision making context  

 Source identification informed by the 

context of the situation or event prompting 

reaction  

 Likely to gather data within pre-determined 

geographic scope 

 Time constraints possibly mean less 

thorough investigation of possible sources 

 Source identification and selection 

informed by Kozinets (2019) and justified 

by relevance to geographic parameters, 

relevant publics, and desired information  

 

Stage 3. Addressing ethical considerations  

 As outlined in Section 5.2.3, there is little consensus about how best to address the 

complex and often intertwined ethical considerations present in online research. Users of the 

Systematic Approach must consider the ethics contextual to their inquiry, including how 

controversial or sensitive the policy area being investigated is, the possible inclusion of 
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vulnerable populations in their research (e.g., young people, First Nations people, LGBT+ 

groups, persons with disabilities), and the specific ethical guidelines dictating research in the 

user’s institution or country. In the case of this PhD, research is governed by the Australian 

national ethical guidelines set out by the NHMRC (2020).  

 While ethical guidelines differ in their approach, many are undergird by the concept 

of privacy as contextual integrity (Nissenbaum, 2004, 2010). Nissenbaum’s (2004; 2010) 

account of contextual integrity provides a helpful guiding mechanism for addressing the 

ethical considerations unique to each investigation. For more detail on this concept see 

Section 5.2.3 ‘Guidelines, not recipes’.  

 While most other stages require users to reflect on the proactive or reactive context 

of the investigation, ethical considerations remain consistent across both. For 

recommendations on the most common of these considerations see Table 5.5, Section 5.2.3. 

Table 5.8 below summarises this stage, including a number of sample questions that should 

be addressed. 

Table 5.8 - Stage 3 - Addressing ethical considerations 

Addressing ethical considerations 

General Overview 
Ethical considerations in online research are diverse and complex. Each investigation will have 

unique ethical considerations that must be addressed, influenced in part by the policy area and 
the guidelines dictated by the user’s institution or country.   

 
With no universally accepted approach to online research ethics, the current recommendation is 

to use guidelines, not recipes. It is recommended that the user be guided by the concept of 
contextual integrity (Nissenbaum, 2004; 2010), and ensure that all major ethical considerations 

outlined in Table 5.5 have been addressed.  
 

Sample Questions 
 What are the ethical guidelines set out by relevant institutions? 

 Is the investigation likely to include vulnerable populations? 

 Are data sources used likely to present significant issues of consent? 

 How will the anonymity of data contributors be ensured? 
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 What is the contextual integrity of the data sources and online sites you have identified? 

 How will textual data be paraphrased?  

 How will visual data be referenced or attributed? 

 Is the gathered data able to be reverse searched, or linked to individuals? 

 

Proactive and reactive decision making 
 

Addressing ethical considerations should not differ between proactive and reactive decision-
making contexts. The importance of following the ethical guidelines set by a user’s country and/or 

institution, and ensuring the contextual integrity (Nissenbaum, 2004, 2010) of data sources, is 
constant and paramount.  

 
 

Stage 4. Collecting data 

 So far, users of the Systematic Approach will have established the scope of the 

investigation, identified the sources to be used, justified their inclusion, and reflected on the 

ethical considerations unique to their investigation. Now, data must be extracted from the 

sources. Section 5.2.3 documents the ongoing ‘arms race’ between data scraping tools and 

the countermeasures enacted by platform providers (Bruns, 2019). This ‘whack-a-mole’ 

approach, whereby scraping tools are repeatedly shut down, leaves fewer options for users 

hoping to extract data from social and online media platforms.  

 As suggested in Section 5.2.3, users should remain alert to developments and services 

that facilitate extraction of comments/posts from platforms. In absence of these 

developments, however, users should be prepared for manual data extraction through 

traditional copy and pasting methods.  

 As with ethical considerations, data-collecting processes should not differ much 

between pro- and reactive decision-making contexts. Table 5.9 below summarises this stage, 

including a number of data points that users should endeavour to extract from each source.  
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Table 5.9 - Stage 4 - Collecting data 

Collecting data 

General Overview 
Data gathering from social and online media is a constantly evolving practice, with software 

repeatedly developed and then shut down by platforms. This means that users should prepare for 
manual data extraction, but remain alert to developments in this area. 

Data points to be extracted where possible 
 Source name (e.g., Facebook page, New York Times, sub-Reddit) 

 URL of original post (e.g., article, tweet, image, blog) 

 Date and time of original post (e.g., article, tweet, image, blog) 

 Text of original post (e.g., article headline, tweet, image, blog heading) 

 Comments in response to original post 

 Date and time of comments in response 

 Reactions to comments in response if contextually important to that discussion (e.g., a 
comment in response to a Facebook post might have thousands of ‘likes’ or a reply Tweet 

might be from a notable person) 
 

Once this initial data collection process is complete, users should also document: 

 How many comments have come from each source and source type (e.g., n = 100 comments 
from the Sydney Morning Herald, n = 400 comments from Facebook page X, and n = 200 

comments from Twitter) 
 

Proactive and reactive decision-making 
 

Data collection should largely remain constant across pro- and reactive decision-making 
situations. In both instances, users should aim to collect as much contextual information about 

their dataset as is feasible. 

 
 

Stage 5. Analysing data 

 In Stage 5 of the Systematic Approach, the user analyses their data to address the 

original aims of the research. As outlined in Section 5.2.3, analysis of social evidence in the 

form of online citizen commentary is guided by the need for research findings that equip 

policy decision-makers with useful information. Simultaneously, analysis should also be able 

to accurately process and understand the type of data being used, namely data generated by 

citizens in their own words and on platforms of their choosing. To accomplish this, analysis 

must address the ‘Goldilocks problem’, in which there is “just the right amount of structure 

to facilitate close examination, but not so much as to preclude creative discovery” (Fisher, 
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2017, p. 41). This section begins by outlining the construction of provisional codes using the 

four categories of social evidence required by policy decision-makers identified in Study 1 

(Chapter 4), followed by operationalising initial coding processes. The section concludes by 

using two hypothetical scenarios to exemplify the proposed analytic approach. 

 Both pro- and reactive decision-making situations require a structured analytical 

approach that produces useful policy information for decision-makers. In Study 1 policy-

makers provided four categories of social evidence instrumental to robust and well-

considered decision-making (i.e., citizen attitudes; values; understandings and 

misunderstandings of policy; and lived realities of policy impacts). Users of the Systematic 

Approach might think of these four information needs as the top-down, or higher order, 

categories within which incoming data can be (provisionally) organised.  

 Pro- and reactive situations also share the need for an analytical method open to 

creative discovery, which enables qualitative data to produce new and unexpected insights 

as they emerge, and to provide confirmation or contradiction to the provisional types of social 

evidence expected. This recognises the citizen-generated nature of the data, which are 

created without an imposed template of language or concepts. These characteristics require 

analytic methods that privilege the voice of contributors to online discussions and recognise 

myriad ways that they communicate and express attitudes, values, understandings, and lived 

realities.  

To achieve this creative discovery, it is recommended that users of the Systematic 

Approach also employ an initial coding process (Saldana, 2016), which searches data for 

“conceptual ideas that bring together similarly coded and related passages of data” (Saldana, 

2016, p. 115). The initial coding approach is particularly well-suited to social and online media 
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data, as it centres on providing the researcher with “analytic leads for further exploration” 

(Saldana, 2016, p. 115), while keeping the researcher alert to areas in which “more data are 

needed to support and build an emerging theory” (Saldana, 2016, p. 115). Although theory-

building is not the intended outcome of the Systematic Approach, this reminder of sufficient 

data is useful when translated to the building of policy insights from citizen thinking (social 

evidence). In the next section, an example is provided to show how users might operationalise 

the analysis of comment data with the combined use of provisional social evidence categories 

and an initial coding process. 

 For example, imagine that users find numerous examples in a data set of citizens 

communicating thinking similar to these two comments: 

Comment 1: “I can’t support Policy A, it has been shown to kill many innocent 

animals and destroy our environment” 

Comment 2: “We the taxpayer are going to have to pay for this! Policy A is far 

cheaper than alternatives and the government should use our money wisely” 

In both of these hypothetical cases, we find examples of citizens communicating what 

could be considered types of values that relate to their judgement about policy (i.e., the 

valuing of environmental cost and/or financial cost). Coding these pieces of data as ‘values’ 

helps us understand which higher order social evidence category they might fit within. This 

surface-level analysis, however, does not provide the depth of insight and nuanced 

understanding that is generally required for confidence in policy decision-making and 

communication to a range of stakeholders.  

To gain depth of insight, users must understand what specific values and dimensions 

are being communicated. By employing an initial coding process, they can move beyond a 

surface level understanding of data—i.e., that represent only higher order provisional social 
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evidence categories such as values or attitudes—and toward a more nuanced understanding 

of the various types of values or attitudes being communicated. The example provided in 

comment 1, then, represents not merely a value, but a specific value type (environmental). If 

the hypothetical researcher finds many examples that communicate similar thinking to 

comment 1, they might decide to further dimensionalise their understanding of 

environmental values into sub-codes (e.g., environmental cost: animal habitat/climate/water 

quality).  

 This analytic combination offers “just the right amount of structure to facilitate close 

examination, but not so much as to preclude creative discovery” (Fisher, 2017, p. 41) by 

enabling: (1) the processing of data in a way that results in useful insight into important 

categories of citizen thinking that have been communicated as vital for robust and well-

considered policy; and, (2) insight into unexpected themes or dimensions of citizen thinking 

that emerge from the citizen-generated data.  

 The approach should be applied differently to pro- and reactive decision-making 

contexts. As suggested, the provisional coding structure (i.e., attitudes, values, 

understandings/misunderstandings, and lived realities) acts as an overarching framework, or 

guide, for processing and organising data in both pro- and reactive situations. Within these 

broader categories, however, relevant sub-codes guiding data processing will likely be 

determined by the research parameters established in the preceding systematic stages (e.g., 

geographic scope and relevant publics).  

Furthermore, the specific information needs of the user will also determine sub-codes 

for data processing. For example, a user proactively researching the proposed replacement 

of a current policy with an alternative will likely desire more nuanced detail about attitudes 
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to specific policies and alternatives, or citizen understanding of specific policies compared to 

others. Furthermore, the user in this hypothetical scenario might be directed toward 

understanding whether more people are communicating their opposition to a proposed 

policy based on environmental or financial values. These sub-codes would therefore provide 

a secondary layer of provisional codes, under the four social evidence categories, with which 

to organise and process incoming data.  

Table 5.10 - Stage 5 - Analysing data 

Analysing data 

General Overview 
In Stage 5, the user processes and analyses their data to address the original aims of the 

investigation. This stage involves the careful implementation of an analytic approach that provides 
structure to incoming data, while remaining open to creative discovery. 

 
The analytic method recommended for this stage draws from the categories of social evidence 

established in Chapter 4 (i.e., attitudes, values, understandings, lived realities), which are used to 
guide data processing in a way that results in useful policy relevant information. The analytic 

method also draws on initial coding techniques to ensure the privileging of citizen voices, 
discovery of novel and unexpected insights, and confirmation or contradiction with expected 

provisional types of social evidence.  
 

Pro- and reactive decision-making contexts will provide different investigation parameters, 
including geographic and temporal, as well as relevant publics. Furthermore, each investigation 

will have additional specific information needs that contribute sub-codes to the provisional 
coding framework. These sub-codes are situated within the overarching social evidence 
categories and help to process data in a more nuanced and investigation-specific format. 

Sample Questions 
 What additional codes do investigation parameters contribute to the analytic framework? 

(e.g., criteria or conditions or variants or examples in attitudes from a specific region, 

understandings of policy from a particular public group) 

 What additional codes do specific information needs contribute to the analytic framework? 

(e.g., attitudes about a specific policy, citizen values toward a specific technology, 

misunderstandings about a proposed policy)  

 

Proactive and reactive decision making 

Proactive and reactive decision-making situations require contextually specific data sub-codes 
additional to those provided by the social evidence categories—‘situational variants’ within the 

overarching provisional coding structure. These additional codes allow for a more nuanced 
approach to the processing of incoming data that best addresses the original aims of the 

investigation. 
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Stage 6. Reporting findings 

 The final stage of the Systematic Approach requires users to report their findings. The 

form and content of this stage will ultimately be influenced by the needs and preferences of 

the intended audience or commissioning agency. For example, reporting the findings of a 

reactive investigation might require dimensionalising findings by certain timeframes for 

insight into attitudes after an incident, whereas a proactive investigation might require 

findings to be reported according to geographic locations impacted by a proposed change to 

policy.  

 In general, however, there are a number of dimensions or facets of the Systematic 

Approach that users will likely report on. While their form may be contextual, users are likely 

to report content related to the four social evidence categories (i.e., findings that 

communicate citizens’ attitudes, values, understandings, and lived realities). Similarly, users 

are encouraged to use the reporting stage to demonstrate evidence of credibility and rigour 

in their research approach, including contextual information about, and characteristics of, the 

dataset, time taken to conduct research, and limitations in the dataset and research process 

more broadly. During the reporting stage users should also revisit their ethical guidelines, 

specifically in relation to the practice of paraphrasing when using comments.  

 Table 5.11 below summarises the final stage of the Systematic Approach.  

Table 5.11 - Stage 6 - Reporting findings 

Reporting findings 

General Overview 
Reporting the findings of the investigation is the final stage of the Systematic Approach. By this 
point, a user should have developed a clear understanding of citizen thinking about the policy 
area under exploration, based on the systematic collection and qualitative analysis of online 

citizen commentary. 
 

How a user approaches the process of reporting findings will ultimately be determined by the 
aims and objectives of the research project and the needs and preferences of the intended 
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audience or commissioning agency. While the form and content of the reporting might differ, 
however, there are a number of dimensions that users are encouraged to report on:   

 Four categories of social evidence (i.e., attitudes, values, understandings, lived realities) 

 Evidence of credibility and rigour (e.g., contextual information about dataset, limitations 
of the dataset) 

 Ethical guidelines specific to that investigation (e.g., use of aliases or paraphrasing) 
 

Proactive and reactive decision-making 

How users report the findings of their investigation is contextually dependent on the factors 

mentioned in the general overview. This means that the form and content of the reporting stage 

does not differ based solely on it being a pro- or reactive scenario, but rather on the needs of the 

commissioning agency or intended audience.  

 

Some expected dimensions across which investigation might be reported include: geographic 

location, demographic and psychographic groups, and time period.  

 

5.4 Summary of the review and develop stages  

 Study 2 of this thesis is divided into Parts A and B. The purpose of Chapter 5 (Part A) 

was to detail the review and develop stages of the Systematic Approach. This brief summary 

of Chapter 5 provides the foundation from which the Systematic Approach is operationalised 

using two policy decision-making case studies in Chapter 6 (Part B). 

 Section 5.2 used the systematic mapping study method to review previous research 

using online citizen commentary to understand policy topics. Mapping these studies was 

integral for understanding common practice and identifying important design features for 

developing the Systematic Approach. The systematic mapping study identified six 

considerations that were addressed in the design of the Systematic Approach: 

 the need for multiple source types;  

 the importance of a comprehensive process to identify and justify data sources;  

 benefits of additional contextual information about dataset and sample;  
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 openness to automated data extraction software but preparedness for manual 

extraction; 

 data analysis to be informed by policy maker information needs, and; 

 ethical considerations approached through guidelines rather than recipes  

 

Section 5.3 used the findings of the mapping study and outlined the six stages of the 

Systematic Approach. In doing so, it differentiated how stages would be operationalised in 

pro- and reactive decision making contexts, and provided sample questions to help users 

navigate their way through each stage. The six stages of the Systematic Approach are: 

1. Determining inquiry scope and relevant publics 

2. Identifying and justifying data sources  

3. Addressing ethical considerations 

4. Collecting data 

5. Analysing data 

6. Reporting findings  

This chapter detailed the review and develop stages of Study 2. These stages were 

fundamental in the design of a system for collecting and qualitatively analysing online citizen 

commentary. The following chapter reports Part B of Study 2, using the foundation laid by 

this chapter to operationalise the Systematic Approach with two real cases of policy interest.  

 

 

 

 

 



215 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



216 
 

Chapter Six: Study Two Part B – Piloting the Systematic Approach with 

proactive and reactive policy decision making case studies 
 

 This chapter reports on the final element of Study 2 – piloting the Systematic Approach 

outlined in the previous chapter. Chapter 4 explained two fundamental categories of policy 

decisions: proactive and reactive. This pilot stage used two real cases of policy interest to 

simulate the conditions in which a system for collecting and qualitatively analysing citizen 

commentary might be used for policy decision-making.  

 Chapter 6 is reported in four main sections. Section 6.1 provides a brief overview of 

the two policy cases used to pilot the Systematic Approach. Historical information about each 

case is presented, along with important contextual information about their geographic, time, 

and demographic scopes.  

 Section 6.2 details the piloting of the Systematic Approach in the pro- and reactive 

policy cases. This section includes multiple screenshots recording the research process, from 

finding online sources to data extraction and analysis. Section 6.3 then compares and reflects 

on the findings from the two investigations to understand the utility of the Systematic 

Approach in pro- and reactive contexts.  

 Section 6.4 summarises Chapter 6 and Study 2 in its entirety. It reflects on the pilot 

studies and the need for their success to be evaluated with the help of policy-makers.  

 A note on this chapter: The researcher was reluctant to publish a chapter of this size, 

however during the reporting of these pilot studies it became apparent that a single all-

inclusive chapter was necessary in order to appropriately and accurately demonstrate the 

comparison and contrast between the proactive and reactive cases. Furthermore, the trial 
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and presentation of the Systematic Approach was always intended to be the primary focus of 

this project. 

6.1 Policy cases: Proactive and reactive decision making in shark management 

 Section 6.1 introduces the pro- and reactive policy cases used to pilot the Systematic 

Approach, providing a general overview of the policy area under investigation – shark 

management policy in NSW, Australia. Sections 6.1.1 and 6.1.2 then detail the pro- and 

reactive policy cases, respectively.  

Policy case overview: NSW Shark Management Policy  

 Australia is a country surrounded by vast oceans, which have played a significant role 

in developing a national image associated with beach and ocean activities. These activities—

particularly surfing, swimming, and spearfishing—are very popular, but carry a number of 

associated risks. One such risk is interaction with potentially harmful marine life, such as 

sharks. In Sydney, 98 unprovoked shark attacks occurred between 1852-2014, and three 

shark-related fatalities occurred between 2014-2019 (Australian Shark Attack File). In 2020, 

Australia reported seven deaths from shark bites, the most recorded for any year since 1934 

(Visontay, 2020).  Although relatively rare, shark attacks have become a major part of the 

Australian national psyche (Pepin-Neff, 2019), and each summer season ushers in news media 

articles about shark sightings, new shark mitigation technologies, and general public fear of 

sharks (Dunne, 2019; Kempster & Collin, 2016; Livingstone, 2020).  

 Between 2014 and 2016, a series of high profile—and in some cases deadly—shark 

interactions occurred in the northern region of NSW (Australian Shark Attack File). Public 

concern over these incidents catalysed the government to invest $16 million in a five-year 

initiative, the NSW Shark Management Strategy (SMS), with the stated objective to “increase 
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protection for beach goers from shark interactions while minimising harm to sharks and other 

marine life” (NSW Dept. of Primary Industries, 2015, p. 1). These incidents prompted 

widespread citizen commentary over current shark management strategies, their efficacy, 

and possible alternative strategies (Hannam, 2019; Nettle, 2017; Sharma & Blumenstein, 

2018). Much of this commentary took place online, across online news media comment 

sections, Facebook, and other social media platforms (Simmons & Mehmet, 2018).  

 Shark management policy in NSW has continued to generate widespread online citizen 

commentary, including emotive experiences of living with sharks and management strategies, 

diverse viewpoints, and well thought out and communicated reasoning for held beliefs 

(Crossley et al., 2014; Pepin‐Neff & Wynter, 2018; Simmons & Mehmet, 2018). The existence 

of rich, diverse, and nuanced citizen perspectives on this issue, often expressed online, makes 

the policy area of shark management in NSW a worthwhile and appropriate policy case with 

which to pilot the Systematic Approach. Moreover, shark incidents have proven to be a 

reoccurring feature of life in Australia. 

 The following two sections detail the specific areas of shark management used to 

exemplify the application of the Systematic Approach in pro- and reactive contexts and 

summarise of their respective policy cases using Stage 1 of the Systematic Approach: 

Determining inquiry scope and relevant publics (see Chapter 5.3).     

6.1.1 Proactive policy case: NSW shark meshing program and possible alternative strategies  

 Shark mesh nets are a long-used form of shark bite mitigation—introduced in Sydney 

in 1937, Newcastle and Wollongong in 1949, and the Central Coast in 1987 (NSW Dept. of 

Primary Industries, 2017). Authorities bottom-set meshed nets (150m in length and 6m deep) 

along popular beaches between 1 September and 30 April each year to stop or catch target 
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shark species. Currently deployed across 51 beaches in NSW, the success of shark mesh nets 

has been indicated “by relatively fewer total shark-human interactions at netted beaches than 

pre-netted or un-netted beaches, including a reduction from 13 fatalities in three decades 

before meshing to a single fatality (in 1951) in the 80 years following introduction” (NSW 

Dept. of Primary Industries, 2017, p. 10).  

 While the NSW shark meshing program (SMP) has coincided with lower fatalities, the 

program has come under increasing scrutiny from scientists and community groups for its 

environmental costs (Coultan & Vogler, 2016; Hannam, 2019; Uhlmann & Broadhurst, 2015). 

Mesh nets catch non-target species (termed ‘by-catch’) indiscriminately, including “sharks 

and rays not considered to be a threat to humans, along with turtles, dolphins, and whales” 

(NSW Dept. of Primary Industries, 2017, p. 10). Furthermore, the public has vocalised distaste 

for these environmental costs (Dye, 2016; Vega, 2019). Mesh nets are unpopular with some 

beachgoers in NSW relative to other strategies (Gray & Gray, 2017; Simmons & Mehmet, 

2018) and do not support the stated objectives of the NSW Shark Management Strategy (i.e., 

increased protection for beach users while minimising harm to marine life). These factors 

indicate a worthwhile and rich proactive case for piloting the Systematic Approach—one that 

imagines the NSW Government is proactively looking for social evidence by researching 

citizen thinking (i.e., citizen attitudes, values, understandings and misunderstandings of 

policy, and lived realities) about the current policy area and possibilities for alternative shark 

mitigation approaches.  

 As recommended in the Systematic Approach design (Chapter 5.3), Stage 1 requires 

the user to determine inquiry scope and relevant publics. Table 6.1 shows the contextual 

information about this policy case. 
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Table 6.1 - Proactive policy case: inquiry scope and relevant publics 

Geographic scope 

All areas where the SMP is active: 

 Sydney 

 Newcastle 

 Central Coast 

 Wollongong 

Relevant publics 
 Populations of aforementioned geographic areas 

 Specific focus on beach and ocean users (at risk groups 
such as surfers and ocean swimmers) 

Temporal scope  From the inception of the Shark Management Strategy to 
present (Jan 2015 – March 2020) 

Preliminary/provision 

desired information 

 Social evidence (including attitudes, values, understandings 
of policy, and lived realities) about existing mitigation 
approach (shark mesh nets) 

 Citizen thinking about alternative mitigation approaches 

 

6.1.2 Reactive policy case: Shark attack at La Perouse, Sydney  

 Sometimes, governments and public authorities are forced by events or incidents to 

respond reactively to issues in their communities—for example when human fatalities occur 

as a result of interactions with sharks. Although rare, when these incidents do occur, they 

regularly prompt widespread media reporting (Olding, 2015; Trembath, 2018; Young, 2019), 

and can generate highly emotive community concern and calls for action from authorities 

(Dobney, 2015; Michael, 2015; Turnbull, 2016). Authorities tasked with making decisions in 

this environment are troubled by the need to act promptly, while not succumbing to ‘knee-

jerk’ policy reactions. In this case, what kinds of insight can the Systematic Approach provide, 

and how it might equip authorities with information about citizen thinking that enables more 

effective decision-making?  

 A real-life human-shark interaction has been chosen to pilot the use of the Systematic 

Approach in a reactive context. Although the proactive case reports real online citizen 

commentary, the policy scenario is imagined. This reactive case reports real online citizen 

commentary in response to a real event that took place in Sydney, NSW. This incident has 
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been partly chosen due to preliminary searches indicating a sufficient amount of online 

discussion, and also because it took place within the aforementioned shark meshing program 

region. The event is detailed below, followed by an outline of Stage 1 of the Systematic 

Approach: Determining inquiry scope and relevant publics.  

La Perouse: Severe attack in Sydney NSW   

 La Perouse, a suburb in south-eastern Sydney, has a number of popular swimming 

beaches (e.g., Congwong Bay Beach, Little Congwong Beach, and Frenchman’s Bay). At dusk 

on February 23th, 55-year-old ’Incident Victim Name’* was attacked by a suspected juvenile 

great white shark while swimming at Little Congwong Beach (Trembath, 2018). The attack 

was considered reasonably severe by senior shark biologist Dr Vic Peddemors at the Dept. of 

Primary Industries (DPI) (Trembath, 2018), and the victim was described by local Mayor 

Lindsay Shurey as lucky not to have lost her leg and to have survived (Hawke & Mayers, 2018).  

*The victim’s name has been removed from the thesis so as to not appear in search 

engine results. Given the nature of the incident, and the resulting social media commentary, 

this decision was taken in an effort to reduce the likelihood of potential harm, discomfort, or 

inconvenience occurring to the victim. This decision is in keeping with NHMRC Section 2.3.1. 

 La Perouse and the surrounding coastal region have experienced little in the way of 

severe or fatal human-shark interactions. In fact, the incident at La Perouse was the first in 

the region in at least 25 years (Gorrey & Noyes, 2018). In the 10 years preceding the incident 

the only notable shark related events were a pet dog being taken by a shark while swimming 

at a local beach (Levy, 2017), and a shark spotted close to shore (Groom, 2017). 

 The incident at La Perouse in 2018, for a number of reasons, provides a useful case to 

explore the use of the Systematic Approach in a reactive decision-making context. First, the 
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incident took place after the announcement of the Shark Management Strategy in 2015, so 

happened in a context of high alertness from NSW Government authorities about shark 

incidents. Given the recent history of shark incidents in northern NSW, the Government and 

the DPI would have been paying close attention as this incident and related public 

commentary unfolded. They would have been listening and contemplating appropriate 

involvement and response. Furthermore, the incident took place within the SMP region, 

during the time of year when the mesh nets are deployed, yet at a non-netted beach. This 

second point is important, because by comparing and contrasting this incident with how the 

public communicate about specific highly publicised incidents, it provides insight into the 

different ways that members of the public communicate, and think, about longer term policy 

issues (e.g., the mesh net program).  

 The pilot for this case focuses on the local Sydney community, how they 

communicated their thinking about the incident, and what they were communicating to and 

about authorities regarding human-shark interaction policy at the time. Table 6.2 details 

Stage 1 of the Systematic Approach for the reactive case study, Determining inquiry scope and 

relevant publics. 

Table 6.2 - Reactive policy case: inquiry scope and relevant publics 

Geographic scope  Sydney region (specifically south-eastern Sydney) 

Relevant publics 
 Populations of aforementioned geographic area 

 Specific focus on beach and ocean users (at risk groups 
such as surfers and ocean swimmers) 

Temporal scope  From the day of the incident (Feb 23th 2018) and four days 
afterwards (Feb 27th 2018) 

Preliminary/provision 

desired information 

 Citizen thinking (including attitudes, values and vested 
interests, understanding of policy, and lived realities) about 
shark management policy in the context of the incident 
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6.2 Piloting the Systematic Approach with policy cases  

Section 6.2 details the final component of Study 2, the piloting of the Systematic 

Approach using the case studies outlined in Section 6.1. Section 6.2.1 documents the piloting 

of the approach using the proactive case, followed by the reactive policy case in Section 6.2.2. 

Section 6.2.3 concludes by comparing the findings of each investigation, highlighting unique 

or consistent insights across the case studies.  

 These two pilots are not designed to act as complete or comprehensive accounts of 

the topics being investigated. Rather, they aim to test the utility of the Systematic Approach 

in differing policy decision-making contexts. As such, neither pilot claims to have collected a 

comprehensive sample of all available citizen commentary on the topics being investigated, 

but rather a justified and sufficient sample for understanding the usefulness of the approach 

for collecting social evidence to inform policy decision-making. 

6.2.1 Piloting the Systematic Approach with a proactive policy decision making case: NSW 

shark meshing program and possible alternative strategies  

 Section 6.2.1 uses the policy case of the Greater Sydney region’s shark meshing 

program (SMP) and the possible introduction of alternative strategies to pilot the use of the 

Systematic Approach in a proactive policy decision-making context (see Section 6.1.1). This 

study aimed to collect social evidence of citizen thinking, in the form of online citizen 

commentary, about the NSW SMP and the possible introduction of alternative strategies. 

Citizen thinking is dimensionalised across the social evidence categories of attitudes to policy, 

values, understandings and misunderstandings of policy, and lived realities.  
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6.2.1.1 Stage 1: Determining inquiry scope and relevant publics 

Following the Systematic Approach outlined in Chapter Five (5.3), Table 6.1 above 

provides the foundational parameters of the proactive investigation as required by Stage 1. 

6.2.1.2 Stage 2: Identifying and justifying data sources  

 

 Stage 2 adapted Kozinets’ (2019) netnographic research techniques to identify and 

justify the selection of data sources (Chapter 5.3). This section details the operations of 

simplifying, searching, scouting, and selecting (for full detail of these operations see Appendix 

4). These operations are distinct but contiguous, often-iterative phases of research (Kozinets, 

2019).  In many cases, decisions were possible about the appropriateness of data sources for 

selection during initial phases of searching and scouting. This was aided by familiarity with 

the policy area, and a specific investigatory focus.  

Simplifying    

The stated aim of this investigation, and its geographic scope, provided a number of 

important terms that could be employed as search words. First, the geographic scope (and 

SMP government documents) provided terms such as ‘Sydney’, ‘Newcastle’, ‘Central Coast’ 

and ‘Wollongong’ that aided in more geo-specific searching. Secondly, the aim of the 

investigation provided terms such as ‘shark management’, ‘shark mesh nets’ (and variations 

such as ‘shark nets’), as well as the ability to include alternative shark management strategies. 

These alternatives initially included the two most widely discussed in government documents 

and the news media, namely ‘drones’ and ‘SMART drumlines’ (NSW Dept. of Primary 

Industries, 2015).  

Determine inquiry 
scope and relevant 

publics

Identify and 
justify data 

sources 

Address ethical 
considerations

Collect data Analyse data
Report and 

visualise 
findings
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As a starting point, the following search strings were used:  

 ‘NSW’ AND (‘shark nets’ OR ‘mesh nets’ OR ‘shark meshing program’ OR ‘shark 

management’ OR ‘shark drones’ OR ‘SMART drumlines’) 

 ‘Sydney’ AND (‘shark nets’ OR ‘mesh nets’ OR ‘shark meshing program’ OR ‘shark 

management’ OR ‘shark drones’ OR ‘SMART drumlines’) 

 ‘Newcastle’ AND (‘shark nets’ OR ‘mesh nets’ OR ‘shark meshing program’ OR ‘shark 

management’ OR ‘shark drones’ OR ‘SMART drumlines’) 

 ‘Central Coast’ AND (‘shark nets’ OR ‘mesh nets’ OR ‘shark meshing program’ OR ‘shark 

management’ OR ‘shark drones’ OR ‘SMART drumlines’) 

 ‘Wollongong’ AND (‘shark nets’ OR ‘mesh nets’ OR ‘shark meshing program’ OR ‘shark 

management’ OR ‘shark drones’ OR ‘SMART drumlines’) 

Searching, Scouting, and Selecting 

 This section details the searching, scouting, and selecting of data sources for the 

proactive pilot study, including the processes used to identify and justify data sources across 

three digital media platforms (i.e., Google News, Facebook, and YouTube).  

 The search operation involved using the output (search strings) of the simplifying 

process in the search engines of digital media platforms and sites. Not all platforms and sites 

could be searched if this operation was to be practically manageable. As such, decisions were 

made about the utility of certain online sites. Sampling decisions such as these are common 

in qualitative research, with judgements regularly made concerning the location and utility of 

data source options. Previous research has indicated that citizen commentary about shark 

management and incidents occurs mainly on online news media websites and Facebook, with 
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less valuable data found through Twitter or Instagram (Simmons & Mehmet, 2018; Simmons 

et al., 2017).  

To date, however, no research on this policy area has sought data through YouTube. 

This seemed an omission, given the platform has the second highest number of monthly users 

of any platform in Australia (the highest being Facebook in 2020) (Dambra, 2020). Therefore, 

the search operation initially used the following platforms and sites: online news media sites, 

Facebook, and YouTube. The process followed to identify possible data sources is detailed 

below. All screenshots used have had names or identifying features removed.  

Google News 

  Search strings were first used in Google News to identify online news media articles 

related to the investigation. Google’s search function allows users to focus their search on 

news articles specifically (Figure 6.1).  

 

 

Figure 6.1 - Google news search 'Sydney shark nets' 
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Related news media articles were then clicked through to explore whether they 

contained comment sections where users were discussing the subject. Figure 6.2 provides an 

example of such a comment section.  

 Using the search strings in Google returned thousands of online news media articles 

spread across multiple results pages. Many of the same articles appeared with different 

search strings (e.g., an article appearing in search results for “Sydney mesh nets” and 

“Wollongong mesh nets”), and as such there were diminishing new returns with each search 

string. This is likely due to Google’s search engine optimisation picking up key words from the 

search string.  

Of the thousands of articles returned, the majority were outside the scope of the 

investigation (e.g., outside specified date range or geographic area outlined in Stage 1) or 

were otherwise not relevant. Article relevance also decreased with each additional search 

results page. After the first three search strings, it was decided that only results pages one to 

Figure 6.2 - Comment section under news article example (Daily Mail Australia) 
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five would be explored for articles (this could possibly be expanded in future projects if time 

permits). For those articles that were relevant, the majority did not provide a comment 

function, and in many cases where they did, there were no comments found. In some 

instances news sites were subscription access only (i.e., not free to the general public), and 

so were excluded from further scoping. 

 Using the search strings in Google returned 18 articles that were:  

 within the specified date range (Jan 2015 – March 2020);  

 from a news media source located within, or the article was about, the geographic 

scope (SMP region), and:  

 allowed for and contained user comments.  

The process of searching took 4 hours, averaging 4.5 articles per hour. Links to these 

articles were saved for further scoping and selecting in an Excel spreadsheet under the search 

string used to find them.  

With these saved links, a process of scouting and selecting was undertaken (Kozinets, 

2019). Scouting involved deep and thorough reading of each article to ascertain the context 

in which user comments had been made and a search for comments that provided useful 

social evidence related to the proactive investigation. As for selecting data sources, Kozinets 

(2019) advises that sources should be favoured if they contain data that is high in relevance, 

activity, interactivity, diversity, and richness (see Appendix 4). These characteristics were 

operationalised in this pilot by favouring for selection articles that contained five or more 

comments (interactivity), comments that were explicitly or implicitly related to the 

investigation (relevance), and comments that “represented opinions and perspectives” 

(Kozinets, 2019, p. 229) (richness). Activity (recency) was not considered relevant to this 
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investigate due to its retrospective nature, and diversity is made more likely by gathering data 

from multiple sources and source types.  

 Scouting the 18 articles identified through Google News searching took two hours. 

Using the guidance of relevance, interactivity, and richness, nine articles were selected for 

data extraction. The N = 9 articles came from: About Regional (n = 1), Buzzfeed (n = 1), 

CoastalWatch (n = 2), and The Conversation (n = 5). Figure 6.3 shows the Excel spreadsheet 

used to organise the news articles and documents the criteria used to justify their selection.   

 The process used to extract the comment data from the selected Google News articles 

is outlined in Section 6.2.1.4 Stage 4: Collecting data. 

Figure 6.3 - Selection criteria for Google news articles 
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Facebook 

 Much like Google, Facebook enables users to search key words, phrases, topics, group 

names, or individual names. Facebook’s search function allows users to filter their results 

across dimensions including: where posts originate, the type of post, whether or not the posts 

are from specific groups, if they are tagged with a geographic location, and the date they were 

posted (see green box in Figure 6.4). 

 The search process was repeated in Facebook to search specifically for news media 

articles related to the investigation. Initial results from the application of the search strings 

into Facebook’s search engine returned hundreds of articles of varying relevance. Including 

each of these articles and their comment sections was not manageable, nor appropriate, for 

Figure 6.4 - Facebook search function and result filter 
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this pilot study so it was decided that some initial selection criteria would be developed to 

justify limiting searches to specific news media outlet pages within Facebook.  

The selection criteria for news media outlets included: (1) they were geo-specific to 

the investigation; (2) had high circulation, readership, and/or Facebook follower numbers, 

and; (3) were diverse in their ownership. Using these multidimensional criteria to justify a 

sample is common practice in policy research using qualitative social media data, with geo-

specific data sources (Goodwin, Raffin, Jeffrey, & Smith, 2018; Lei et al., 2015; Pereira et al., 

2013), circulation/follower numbers (Cabrera, Bittlinger, Hayami, Müller, & Illes, 2018; Giles 

et al., 2015), and political/ownership diversity (Farrell et al., 2016; Irwin, Stewart, Nguyen, & 

Bzowyckyj, 2019; Zirkel & Pollack, 2016) regularly employed for sampling appropriate social 

and online media data sources.  

In short, news media outlets were selected if their coverage was specific to a SMP 

region, and had higher circulation or Facebook followers relative to other outlets in that 

region. Where appropriate, adjustments were made to ensure that the chosen news media 

outlets represented sufficiently diverse ownership (commercial, public, and independent).    

 Three geographic ‘levels’ were chosen for news media outlets: regional, state, and 

federal. This approach to geographic categories has been similarly employed in policy 

research using social media (Mehmet, D'Alessandro, Pawsey, & Nayeem, 2018). Two outlets 

were selected for each SMP region (Newcastle, Central Coast, and Wollongong), with three 

chosen for Sydney and NSW as coverage was often related to both the capital city and NSW 

in general. An additional three outlets were chosen for federal coverage, as well as a further 

two sources that were identified as contextually salient to the investigation through initial 

Google searches (The Conversation and Coastal Watch). Table 6.4 outlines the chosen news 
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media outlets for each region, as well as their ownership, Facebook followers, and additional 

comments justifying their inclusion.  
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Table 6.4 - News media outlets selected for Facebook searching 

Region News Outlet Ownership Facebook Followers 
(09/03/20) 

Additional justification for inclusion 

Newcastle 
ABC Newcastle Australian Broadcasting Corporation 94, 602 N/A 

Newcastle Herald Australian Community Media 131, 340 N/A 

Central Coast 
ABC Central Coast Australian Broadcasting Corporation 68, 585 N/A 

Central Coast Express Daily News Corp Australia 60, 898 N/A 

Wollongong 
Illawarra Mercury Australian Community Media 84,195 

Identified as prominent publisher of shark 
related news/commentary through initial 
Google searching 

Win News Illawarra Win Corporation 80, 382 N/A 

Sydney + NSW 

ABC Sydney Australian Broadcasting Corporation 317, 934 N/A 

The Daily Telegraph News Corp Australia 1, 313, 435 

Identified as prominent publisher of shark 
related news/commentary through initial 
Google searching, however comments 
were only open to subscribers on website. 

Sydney Morning Herald Nine Entertainment Co. 1, 145, 291 
Identified as prominent publisher of shark 
related news through initial Google 
searching. 

Federal 
ABC News Australian Broadcasting Corporation 4, 109 ,303 

Largest following of all Australian news 
media outlets, and the national 
broadcaster.  

The Australian News Corp Australia 928, 674 N/A 
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The Guardian Australia Guardian Media Group 768, 639 
Identified as prominent publisher of shark 
related news through initial Google 
searching. 

Investigation 

Specific 

The Conversation The Conversation Media Group 278, 490 
Identified as prominent publisher of shark 
related news/commentary through initial 
Google searching. 

CoastalWatch CoastalWatch 96, 102 

Identified as prominent publisher of shark 
related news through initial Google 
searching. Outlet is also beach and ocean 
specific, and therefore relevant to 
investigation. 
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 With specific news media outlets selected, each search string was applied to their 

page on Facebook. As the news media outlets already provided geo-specificity, it was decided 

that search strings would lose their initial geographic tag (i.e., ‘NSW shark nets’ would become 

‘shark nets’).  Using the first search string (NSW shark nets) and first news media outlet (ABC 

Newcastle) as an example, Figures 6.5 and 6.6 demonstrate the step-by-step process used to 

conduct this search on individual Facebook pages.  

 The first step was searching for the news media outlet page through Facebook’s 

search function (Figure 6.5), followed by clicking through to that specific page and selecting 

the ‘Posts’ section (red box in Figure 6.6). 

 Once the ‘Posts’ section had been selected, the search string was input into the search 

function within the news outlet’s page (green box in Figure 6.6). This returned all articles 

posted by that specific page containing those search terms, as well those similarly worded 

Figure 6.5 - Searching for news media outlets in Facebook 
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(results are determined by Facebook’s search engine optimisation algorithm) (yellow box in 

Figure 6.6).  

 Facebook’s search function returned articles related to the search string input. 

However, results were not returned in chronological order, and so each post had to be 

carefully read to ascertain when they were originally posted.  

 Application of the search strings into the first two news media outlet Facebook pages 

(ABC Newcastle and Newcastle Herald) returned a number of posts that, while relevant to the 

investigation, attracted minimal community interest or interaction by way of comments. 

Based on this observation, it was decided that a scouting and selecting process similar to that 

used for Google News sources would be followed. This process centred on prioritising the 

Figure 6.6 - Selecting 'Posts' and searching in news media outlet Facebook page 
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selection of posts that had five or more comments that were relevant to the proactive 

investigation and included comments with rich insight into community thinking.  

This searching and selecting process was repeated across the fourteen news media 

outlet Facebook pages using all of the search strings. In total, N = 93 posts were identified 

that were: relevant to the proactive investigation (relevance); contained a minimum of five 

comments (interactivity); and provided rich insight into community thinking (richness). The 

breakdown of the N = 93 posts from the news media outlets is detailed in Table 6.5 below. 

Table 6.5 - Breakdown of posts selected from Facebook news media pages for proactive 
investigation 

News media outlet Number of posts selected 

ABC Newcastle 3 

Newcastle Herald 16 

Newcastle region total 19 

Central Coast Express Advocate 8 

ABC Central Coast 2 

Central Coast region total 10 

Sydney Morning Herald 16 

The Daily Telegraph 8 

ABC Sydney 5 

Sydney/NSW region total 29 

Illawarra Mercury 3 

Win News Illawarra 0 

Wollongong/Illawarra region total 4 

ABC News 10 

The Australian 5 

The Guardian Australia 10 

Federal total 25 

The Conversation Australia 3 

CoastalWatch 4 

Special interest pages total 7 

Overall total 93 

 

Each of the search strings used to search each news media outlet’s Facebook page,  

returned the following number of posts: 
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Search string Number of posts found using it 

Shark nets 59 

Mesh nets 0 

shark meshing program 0 

shark management 6 

shark drones 22 

Shark smart drumlines 6 

 

 The results for each search string presented above are noteworthy, and provide an 

important reminder about the need for familiarity and sensitivity with the policy area. As 

shown, shark nets returned the largest number of articles from Facebook. However, the 

official terminology used by government authorities are the two search strings that returned 

no results, namely ‘shark mesh nets’ and ‘shark meshing program’. This suggests that in order 

for researchers to find where discussions are taking place they must be attuned to the 

language and terms used by their relevant publics. Citizens will not always speak in the terms 

and language used by the government.  

How comments were extracted from each of these articles is outlined in Section 

6.2.1.4 Stage 4: Collecting data. 
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YouTube 

YouTube provides a search function similar to that of Facebook and Google (see Figure 

6.7). The filter options for YouTube, however, are not as advanced nor relevant to this 

investigation as the other platforms (i.e., filters related to characteristics of the videos such 

as duration and image quality). YouTube videos were retained for further scoping and 

selection if they were within the temporal and geographic scope of the investigation, and if 

they allowed for and had user comments.  

Figure 6.7 - YouTube search function  

 Applying the search strings to YouTube, along with the criteria detailed above, 

returned a total of two relevant videos. The majority of other videos found were posted by 

NSW DPI Fisheries Division, which had disabled the commenting function. The disabling of 

comments was also common for videos posted by environmental groups and news media 

organisations, which likely explains the lack of data provided by YouTube. This process was 

quick relative to the other platforms, taking approximately two hours.  
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Scouting and selecting data from these two videos was quick relative to Google News 

and Facebook, taking half an hour to watch both videos and develop an understanding of the 

context in which comments were made. As with Google News sources, it was decided that 

videos would have their comments extracted if: there were more than five comments 

(interactivity), the comments were relevant to the proactive investigation (relevance), and 

the comments provided rich insight into community thinking about the proactive 

investigation (richness). With these criteria guiding selection, comments from both videos 

were deemed worthy of selection. The process used to extract the comments from these 

videos is outlined in Section 6.2.1.4 Stage 4: Collecting data. 

6.2.1.3 Stage 3: Addressing ethical considerations 

 Before extracting any data from the sources that were selected, important ethical 

considerations contextual to this proactive investigation had to be addressed. Stage Three 

used elements from Table 5.5 ‘Ethical considerations’ in Chapter 5.2.3 to outline how it 

ensured user anonymity, as well as the contextual integrity (Nissenbaum, 2004) of online sites 

used for data gathering. These considerations and the actions taken to address them are 

outlined in Table 6.6. 

Table 6.6 - Proactive investigation ethical considerations 

Ethical considerations Actions taken 

Aliases/Pseudonyms  Aliases and pseudonyms are not required in the reporting of 
comment data 

 In instances where a comment is used to exemplify a theme or 
finding, it is displayed as “one commenter noted that…” or 
“many commenters communicated similar attitudes to…” 

Anonymity of users  During the comment data extraction process, all identifiable 
features are removed from the data set 
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 The removal process begins with deleting all interpersonal 
shares from the data set (e.g., tagging of friends) 

 All names and references to personal addresses within 
comments are also removed 

 If a direct quote is reported then the specific article it was 
gathered from will not be provided (e.g., as one commenter 
mentioned in reference to shark nets…..) 

Informed consent  Online collection for the dissertation received a waiver of 
consent in line with Chapter 2.3 of the NHMRC’s Ethical 
Guidelines.  
 

Paraphrasing of 

comments 

 As this investigation is considered low risk, comments will not 
be paraphrased and will be reported in full  

 

Contextual integrity of 

online data 

 All comment data have been gathered from publicly accessible 
platforms 

 No comment data was gathered from closed or private groups 
that required the researcher to join or be accepted in  

 All of the comment data gathered was provided by users in 
the context of publicly viewable discussions in which members 
of the public, unbeknown to one another, can contribute and 
reply to each other. 

 

6.2.1.4 Stage 4: Collecting data 

 Stage 4 outlines the processes used to extract comment data from the data sources 

selected for analysis. This section first details the gathering of comments from Google News 

data sources, followed by Facebook and YouTube. 

Google 

 In total N = 9 articles from four news media outlets were selected for analysis from 

Google News (Section 6.2.1.2 Google News). The process of extracting comment data from 

these articles was relatively simple and quick (approximately one hour). Each of the articles 

was opened in a separate internet tab, and comments were manually copied and pasted to 
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an Excel spreadsheet (Figure 6.8) containing the original article title, a hyperlink to the article, 

and the comments (identifying data have been removed). 

In total, the Google News articles provided N = 160 comments (prior to comment data being 

cleaned for relevance). Table 6.7 documents the amount of articles and comment data 

provided by each source (news media outlet).  

Table 6.7 - Article and comment count for Google News data sources 

News media outlet Number of articles Number of comments 

The Conversation 5 106 

CoastalWatch 2 44 

Buzzfeed 1 4 

About Regional 1 6 

Total 9 160 

 

Facebook 

 Extracting comment data from selected Facebook posts was far more labour intensive 

than Google News articles. This increase in time and complexity for Facebook data was partly 

due to the sheer volume of posts that met the selection criteria, but also due to the steps 

required to access the URL of each Facebook post, and then copy them into a comment 

exporter program (in this case exportcomments.com). The next section uses an example post 

Figure 6.8 - Google news comment data Excel spreadsheet 
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from one of the search strings (shark drones) and news media outlets (ABC Newcastle) to 

demonstrate the process used to extract comments from Facebook.  

Inputting the search string ‘shark drones’ into the Facebook search function of ABC 

Newcastle returned eleven posts with varying amounts of interaction (comments). One post 

asked users their thoughts on the use of drones to keep beaches safe by searching for sharks, 

attracting 42 user comments (Figure 6.9).  

As the post was relevant to the investigation, and had a sufficient amount of 

interaction, it was decided that the comments would be extracted for further analysis. To 

extract these comments, the following process was used (as it was for all posts).  

Figure 6.9 – Facebook data extraction example 



244 
 

First, the post was selected by clicking on it. This opened the post independently from 

the rest of the results, allowing it to be read in full along with the comments below (Figure 

6.10). It is at this point that a decision must be made regarding how the comments will be 

extracted from the post—if manual extraction is being used, comments are copied from the 

post and pasted into a chosen program (e.g., NVivo or Excel). However, comments can also 

be extracted using automated tools, as detailed in the following steps.  

 Once selected, the three dots in the top right hand corner of the post were clicked 

(red box in Figure 6.10), providing several possible actions, including saving the video, viewing 

its edit history, and embedding the video in a separate page (green box in Figure 6.10). 

Figure 6.10 - Selecting specific post from search results on news media outlet 
Facebook page  
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Clicking on the embed option opens a separate window containing a link for ‘Advanced 

settings’ (red box in Figure 6.11).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Once the advanced settings link is clicked, a page appears that allows the user to copy the 

URL of the original post (Figure 6.12). This URL is then input in whichever automated software 

has been selected for comment data extraction.  

Figure 6.12 – Extracting the URL of Facebook post 

Figure 6.11 - Advanced settings option for selected Facebook post 
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These automated tools usually export comments in a tabulated Excel document 

format that includes a link to the original post, comments, the time comments were posted, 

and the number of reactions (e.g., likes, dislikes, love hearts etc.). In some instances, 

automated export tools export the names of individual commenters. In these cases, the user 

should consult their ethics guidelines to determine if these identifiable features should or 

need to be retained. In most cases it is advised that they are removed immediately, as was 

done in this investigation.  

For this investigation, all comment data extracted from Facebook posts were added 

to a single Excel spreadsheet that included: the name of the news media outlet, original post 

text, hyperlink to the original post, the comments themselves, and the time and date each 

comment was made.  

The 93 Facebook posts provided by the 14 news media outlets provided a total of 

8,037 comments (prior to comments being cleaned for interpersonal shares, relevance, and 

identifiable information – to be conducted in Stage 5 Data Analysis). This extraction process 

took eight hours. Table 6.8 documents the number of posts and comments provided by each 

news media outlet. 

Table 6.8 - Post and comment count for Facebook news media outlets 

News media outlet Number of posts Number of comments 

ABC Newcastle 3 599 

Newcastle Herald 16 2146 

Central Coast Express Advocate 8 215 

ABC Central Coast 2 12 

Sydney Morning Herald 16 1513 

The Daily Telegraph 8 1425 

ABC Sydney 5 140 
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Illawarra Mercury 3 98 

Win News Illawarra 0 0 

ABC News 10 778 

The Australian 5 293 

The Guardian Australia 10 528 

The Conversation Australia 3 36 

CoastalWatch 4 254 

TOTAL 93 8,037 

 

YouTube 

 The process used to extract YouTube comments mirrored that used for Google News 

articles. Searching on YouTube returned only two videos, both of which were selected for 

analysis. The selected videos were opened in separate internet tabs, then had their comments 

manually copied and pasted into an Excel spreadsheet. This process took half an hour and 

provided 15 comments (prior to comments being cleaned).   

 Table 6.9 below breaks down each platform and the quantity of comment data they 

provided:  

Table 6.9 - Comment count for each data source (Google News, Facebook, YouTube) 

Platform (data source) Number of comments provided 

Google News 160 

Facebook 8,037 

YouTube 15 

Total 8, 212 
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6.2.1.5 Stage 5: Analysing data  

 Analysis of the comment data was the longest and most challenging stage of the 

proactive investigation. Analysis required the cleaning of extracted comments, establishing a 

topic list and coding structure, and closely reading the collected data to understand how they 

helped address the original aim of the investigation—i.e., citizen thinking about the SMP and 

the possible introduction of alternative shark management strategies. The conduct of Stage 

5 is reported sequentially, with the processes used for data cleaning outlined first, followed 

by the development of the topic list and coding structure, and finally the approach used for 

data analysis.  

Data cleaning 

 A total of N = 8,212 comments were extracted from Google News, Facebook, and 

YouTube. Within this large data set, however, were thousands of comments that were not 

relevant to the proactive investigation, including interpersonal shares (platform users tagging 

friends), comments with identifiable information such as addresses and names, comments 

that were unintelligible or in languages other than English, and comments that did not 

communicate citizen thinking or social evidence about the topic of the proactive investigation. 

A two-stage cleaning process was used to clean the dataset of these comments, so that only 

relevant and useful comments were retained for data analysis.  

 The first stage of data cleaning focused on removing comments that were exclusively, 

or predominately, interpersonal shares, as well as comments that included identifying 

personal information about members of the public. These comments were removed as they 
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do not provide insight into citizen thinking, and are excluded based on the ethical guidelines 

established for this investigation.  

 Both Google News and YouTube datasets contained no interpersonal shares, and so 

all comments from these platforms were retained for the second stage of cleaning. Facebook, 

however, contained thousands (n = 4, 546) of interpersonal shares, taking approximately four 

hours to clean. Table 6.10 shows the quantity of comment data retained from data sources 

after each stage of cleaning. 

 The second stage of data cleaning focused on removing comment data that were off-

topic, did not communicate citizen thinking or social evidence relevant to the investigation, 

were in languages other than English, or were unintelligible.  

 This second stage of data cleaning took approximately eight hours, and required close 

reading of individual comments to ascertain their relevance to the investigation and to be 

sure seemingly unintelligible comments were not misunderstood or due to grammatical or 

spelling errors. Approximately six of the eight hours were spent cleaning the relatively large 

Facebook data set. Stage two of cleaning saw a reduction in the quantity of data from each 

source. Table 6.10 documents the quantity of comment data retained from all data sources 

at the completion of both cleaning stages.  

Table 6.10 - Quantity of data during data cleaning stages of proactive investigation 

Platform Initial Comments Comments after first clean Comments retained for analysis 
after second clean 

Google News 160 160 103 

Facebook 8,037 3,491 1,922 

YouTube 15 15 9 

Total 8,212 3,666 2,034 
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Developing the topic list  

 After cleaning the proactive dataset, N = 2,034 individual comments remained for 

analysis. To begin the analysis, a numbered ‘topic list’ was developed so that each comment 

could be assigned a number, or numbers, correlating with the comment’s topic(s) or 

subject(s).  

In other words, the use of a topic list allowed the analysis to document the topic(s) of 

a commenter’s attitude(s), value(s), understanding(s), or lived realities. The development and 

use of topic lists for coding social media data has been used in research similarly focused on 

policy insight through online citizen commentary (Simmons & Mehmet, 2018).  

 The development of the initial topic list was informed by: 

 the policy area under investigation (e.g., shark mesh nets and other well-known shark 

mitigation strategies such as drones and SMART drumlines); 

 the proactive research question (e.g., relevant publics such as sharks, surfers, and 

swimmers); 

 researcher familiarity and sensitisation to the policy area (e.g., the Dept. of Primary 

Industries, the media, and mitigation strategies like personal shark deterrent 

devices), and; 

 additional topics were also added as salient themes emerged from the data (e.g., 

Management strategies such as shark culling, public education campaigns, and the 

use of aerial patrols).  

Appendix 5 provides a table with all 26 topics, along with definitions of each and rationale 

for their inclusion.  

Developing and applying the coding structure  
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 After establishing the topic list, a coding structure was developed and applied to the 

dataset. As outlined in Chapter 5.3, the proposed analytic method used a dual coding 

approach of provisional coding (categories of social evidence) and initial coding (sub-codes 

used to dimensionalise and specify the aforementioned categories). An example of how this 

coding approach was applied is detailed below. 

 Example comment: “Fatalities via shark attacks are on the rise and it's only 

going to get worse every year... Known fact!” 

 The above comment provides a useful example to illustrate the application of the dual 

coding approach. This comment would first be given a topic number corresponding with the 

topic ‘sharks’ (in this case topic #1). Reading the comment, one can deduce that the user is 

articulating some sort of ‘understanding’ about the topic of sharks: that shark attacks are 

increasing annually. The comment would then be coded under the provisional code of 

‘Understanding’.  

In this instance, an initial code within ‘Understandings’ of ‘shark attacks increasing’ 

would also be created and applied. Figure 6.13 illustrates how this piece of data would look 

in the Excel document, where A=Attitudes, V=Values, U=Understandings, and L=Lived 

realities. Similar pieces of text would then have this sub-code applied to them as more data 

emerged in either support of, or opposition to, the understanding. This process was repeated 

for all comments, providing numerous sub-codes across all social evidence categories that 

emerged, transformed, and then ‘solidified’ into policy insights as enough data were gathered 

to “support and build an emerging theory” (Saldana, 2016, p. 115). Sub-codes for each 

category are explored in Section 6.2.1.6 Stage 6: Reporting Findings. 

Figure 6.13 - Application of topic and codes to comment data 
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 It was then decided that a shorthand version of the sub-codes would be developed 

after applying topics and codes in the above manner to approximately half the comment data. 

This enabled more efficient application of the codes to the dataset and a more reader-friendly 

Excel document.  

 Figure 6.14 illustrates how a piece of data looked with the new, shorthand version of 

the coding approach, with AN being ‘attitude negative’, and SN4 shorthand for the 

understanding that ‘shark nets do not work as intended’. 

This shorthand approach to coding also made the analysis process more manageable 

in cases where a single comment required the application of multiple topics and/or sub-codes. 

Figure 6.15 provides an example in which a commenter is discussing both shark nets and 

general education about shark safety. With clear reference to both topics, the comment 

required topic codes for #7 (shark nets) and #22 (shark education) respectively. The 

commenter also indicates attitudes and values, with sub-code AN being attitude negative, AP 

being attitude positive, and sub-code VPR being value personal responsibility. 

The application of topics and sub-codes to the dataset provided numerous attitudes, 

values, understandings, and lived realities covering a diverse range of topics.  

 

 

Figure 6.15 - Application of shorthand coding to comment with multiple topics 

Figure 6.14 - Application of shorthand coding to comment data 
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Analysis of data 

Once all comments had been coded, a frequency count was conducted on the dataset 

to determine the relative prevalence of each topic, each of the four social evidence 

categories, and each sub-code. While not a quantitative study, determining how frequently 

topics were discussed, and how comments about these topics were coded, indicated possibly 

fruitful areas to explore more deeply.    

To conduct this stage of analysis, relevant Excel columns were converted to searchable 

filters. Excel was employed for this purpose due to its accessibility for possible future users of 

the system, and for its ability to process large datasets with multiple interacting variables. 

This allowed comments in the dataset to be organised by their topic(s), as well as any coded 

social evidence categories. The dataset could be interrogated by looking at single topics and 

their related codes by turning on and off certain filters. Each topic was examined individually, 

counting the number of comments coded with that topic, the number of comments per topic 

coded with the four social evidence categories, and the number of comments per sub-code 

under each of the categories. This process was repeated for each of the 26 topics. 

The next section, Stage 6, reports findings from the proactive investigation, providing 

social evidence concerning the way that citizens communicated about the SMP and 

alternative strategies. It reports the topics that were most often discussed, basic attitudes 

that were expressed towards topics important for the investigation, and the numerous values, 

understandings and misunderstandings, and lived realities that commenters employed when 

discussing these topics.  



254 
 

6.2.1.6 Stage 6: Reporting and visualising findings 

 

 The proactive investigation aimed to use the Systematic Approach developed in 

Chapter 5 to obtain social evidence of citizen thinking about the NSW shark meshing program 

and the possible introduction of alternative strategies. It analysed N = 2,034 comments made 

by users on three social and online media platforms (Google News, YouTube, and Facebook). 

Informed by the information needs of policy-makers, the proactive investigation analysed 

data using a dual coding approach that sought to provide rich insight into citizen thinking, 

while remaining open to creative discovery from the empirical data that was collected.   

This approach successfully found and analysed citizen thinking about the current shark 

meshing program used in NSW, popular alternative strategies such as drones and SMART 

drumlines, and discussions about shark management more broadly. Furthermore, the 

investigation moved beyond a surface level understanding of citizen attitudes to policy, 

uncovering important information about the values that citizens used when communicating 

their attitudes, the various understandings that they held about policies, and the lived 

realities that they drew upon when describing their support for, or opposition to, topics and 

policy options.  

This section details these findings, beginning with an overview of the dataset and its 

characteristics and the general findings, followed by an in depth exploration of each of the 

four social evidence categories and the ways citizens communicated their thinking. Reporting 

these dimensions of the investigation findings is in keeping with the advice given for Stage 6 

in Chapter 5.3. 

Determine inquiry 
scope and relevant 

publics

Identify and 
justify data 

sources 

Address ethical 
considerations

Collect data Analyse data
Report and 

visualise 
findings



255 
 

General findings 

 Analysis began on a dataset of N = 2,034 comments. Initial counts for the amount of 

comments coded with the 26 topics are detailed in Table 6.11.  

Table 6.11 - Comment count for topic list of proactive investigation 

Topic # Topic name Comment count 

1 Sharks (general) 104 

2 Swimmers 0 

3 Surfers 1 

4 Lifeguards 2 

5 Environmentalists 0 

6 Shark management (broad) 40 

7 Shark mesh nets 1376 

8 Drones 200 

9 Shark SMART drumlines 75 

10 Personal deterrents  25 

11 Clever Buoys 15 

12 Shark SMART App 10 

13 Shark management technology 8 

14 Council (local government) 0 

15 State government 8 

16 Federal government 0 

17 Government authorities (general) 1 

18 Dept. of Primary Industries 2 

19 Media 12 

20 Aerial Patrols 10 

21 Eco Barriers 10 

22 Education (as mgmt. strategy) 19 

23 Shark culling 40 

24 Bubble curtains 3 

25 Electrical shark repellent 13 

26 Shark research 2 

NS No sentiment about topic 180 

 Total topics coded 2, 156 

 

 Of the original N = 2,034 comments, a total of n = 1,854 comments were coded with 

at least one of the 26 topics. Across these 1,854 comments, 2,156 topics were assigned, 

meaning that a number of comments communicated citizen thinking about two or more 

topics simultaneously. Only 180 comments were judged to communicate no social evidence 

relevant to the investigation.  
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 The distribution of topics across the comments was unsurprising given the focus of 

the proactive investigation and the search strings used in Stage 1. The four most commonly 

discussed topics within the dataset were shark mesh nets, drones, sharks (general), and 

SMART drumlines respectively (Table 6.11)—three of which refer directly to currently used or 

proposed shark mitigation methods. These four topics contributed approximately 80% of all 

topics assigned to the dataset. As will be shown in the proceeding sections, comments about 

these four topics also generated the most expression of attitudes, values, understandings and 

misunderstandings, and lived realities.   

 There were no comments that discussed the topics of swimmers, environmentalists, 

council (local government), or federal government. Furthermore, three or fewer comments 

discussed the topics of surfers, lifeguards, government authorities (general), Dept. of Primary 

Industries, bubble curtains, and shark research (general) (Table 6.11). The relative absence of 

these topics from citizen commentary demonstrates the importance of remaining open to 

provisional codes being modified or deleted once the researcher begins interacting with 

empirical data. Although some of these topics refer to previously or currently used shark 

mitigation strategies, they were not topics of conversation for members of the public during 

this period, or at minimum, were not topics of discussion prompted by social and news media 

stimulus materials at the time.   

 Comparison of the most and least discussed topics provides useful insight into the 

nature of the proactive dataset. Excluding overly general topics (i.e., sharks), the most 

discussed topics (i.e., shark mesh nets, drones, and SMART drumlines) predominantly 

referred to mitigation strategies currently used in NSW shark management policy. In contrast, 

the least discussed topics predominately referred to key publics or beneficiaries of shark 
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management policies such as swimmers, surfers, and environmentalists, or to government 

authorities responsible for aspects of shark management policy such as the Dept. of Primary 

Industries.  

Attitudes to policy 

 The proactive dataset provided rich insights into various attitudes that citizens held 

toward topics. Analysis of the comments led to five attitudinal sub-codes being established 

under the broader social evidence category. These sub-codes are documented in Table 6.12. 

Table 6.12 – Proactive attitude sub-codes and definitions 

Attitude sub-code Definition of sub-code 

Positive Comments that communicate positivity or approval towards a 

topic 

Negative Comments that communicate negativity or disapproval toward a 

topic 

Unconcerned Comments that communicate an attitude of being unconcerned 

with or about a topic 

Unsure Comments that communicate an attitude of uncertainty or 

unsureness toward a topic (neither positive or negative) 

Unnecessary Comments that communicate that a topic (or policy option) is 

unnecessary or unneeded 

 

The number of attitude codes applied to the dataset was n = 1,891. As only n = 1,854 

comments were coded with a topic, indicating that a number of comments communicated 

more than one attitude. For example, the comment below was coded with both topics #7 

(shark mesh nets) and #23 (shark culling), with positive and negative attitudes for each topic 

respectively: 

“I disagree with culling [topic 23, attitude negative], but the nets have prevented 

too many attacks to not use them [topic 7, attitude positive]”  
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As in this comment, the majority of commenters simultaneously communicated their 

attitude toward or about a topic when discussing it.  

As for the five aforementioned attitudinal sub-codes, commenters predominately 

communicated either positive or negative attitudes toward topics. When combined, positive 

and negative attitudes accounted for approximately 95% of coded attitudes (1803/1891).  

Half of the topics (13/26) were coded with a higher proportion of positive attitudes 

than negative ones; however, overall, negative attitudes (n = 1,156 codes) were more 

common across the dataset than positive attitudes (n = 647). Several of the 13 topics having 

more positive attitudes were coded only rarely, some with ten or fewer comments (7/13).  

Altogether, attitude codes of unconcerned, unsure, and unnecessary were applied 

only 88 times. The only topic that was coded with an attitude other than positive or negative 

at any level of import (i.e., on more than ten occasions) was the general topic of sharks; on 

this, commenters regularly expressed an attitude of unconcerned (n = 54), suggesting that 

they thought the presence of sharks was trivial, unsurprising, or not particularly newsworthy. 

Two examples of this indifferent attitude from the dataset are below: 

“Sharks in the ocean who would’ve thought that would ever happen” 

“Fancy that! Sharks in the water…” 

 Documenting the full extent of attitudes expressed about all 26 topics is not the 

intention of this investigation, nor is it necessary to demonstrate the application of the 

Systematic Approach to a proactive investigation. As such, only topics coded with attitudes 

15 or more times are listed in Table 6.13 below: 

Table 6.13 - Attitude count for select proactive topics 

Topic # Topic name Attitude Positive Attitude Negative 
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6 Shark management (broad) 7 26 

7 Shark mesh nets 369 977 

8 Drones 110 49 

9 Shark SMART drumlines 17 53 

10 Personal deterrents  20 1 

22 Education (as mgmt. strategy) 19 0 

23 Shark culling 22 18 

 

 The topics coded with attitudes 15 or more times can largely be divided into two 

distinct groups: those with more negative attitudes than positive, and those with more 

positive than negative. As shown by Table 6.13, shark management (broad), shark mesh nets, 

as well as SMART drumlines all received a relatively higher overall portion of negative 

attitudes. Each of these three topics generated approximately three times as many negative 

attitudes as they did positive.  

In contrast, the topics of drones, personal shark deterrents, and education all received 

substantially more positive attitudes than they did negative. Shark culling was the only topic 

where positive and negative attitude were close to parity.   

  Topics that were more positive than negative (or vice versa) were similar in other 

ways. For example, the topics of shark mesh nets and SMART drumlines—both of which 

generated more negative attitudes—are ‘invasive’ in-water shark mitigation strategies, in 

that they require physical interaction with sharks to be effective. Additionally, these two 

mitigation strategies are currently used at various beaches in NSW as of 2020 (NSW Dept. of 

Primary Industries, 2017). Each of the topics that generated more positive attitudes, in 

contrast, refer to ‘non-invasive’ shark mitigation strategies that do not require physical 

interaction with sharks (e.g., drones can be deployed without interfering or physically 

interacting with sharks or other marine species).  
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 Exploring the attitudes communicated toward topics is an important foundation from 

which to understand citizen thinking about the use of the SMP in NSW, and the possible 

introduction of alternative shark mitigation strategies. In isolation, however, attitudes alone 

do not provide sufficiently nuanced social evidence for confident policy decision-making or 

communication about policy. In order to gain this deeper level of insight it is necessary to 

understand the various values that citizens communicated alongside, and often as 

justifications for, their attitudes to topics. Moreover, it is important that attention is given to 

the many understandings and misunderstandings that citizens hold about these topics that 

are often foundational for their attitudes. The following two section report findings from the 

proactive investigation that detail these categories of citizen thinking.  

Values 

 Commenters expressed numerous and diverse values in relation to many topics. 

Exploring these values helps reveal the way that citizens communicate about the proactive 

investigation topics, and possible reasonings they use in forming their attitudes.  

 Eight distinct value sub-codes were generated through analysis under the broader 

social evidence category. Table 6.14 lists these value sub-codes and their definitions.  

Table 6.14 – Proactive value sub-codes and definitions 

Value sub-code Definition of sub-code 

Human life as first policy 

consideration 

Comments that articulate a value in which human life and safety should 

always be the first or most important consideration in the design or 

implementation of any strategy or policy. 

Marine life as first policy 

consideration 

Comments that articulate a value in which marine life and safety should 

always be the first or most important consideration in the design or 

implementation of any strategy or policy. 

Coexistence between 

humans and marine life 

Comments that articulate a value in which the coexistence between 

humans and marine life should always be the first or most important 

consideration in the design or implementation of any strategy or policy. 
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Personal responsibility Comments that articulate the valuing of personal responsibility when 

using the beach and ocean. These comments also highlight personal 

responsibility as an important factor in decision making about the 

current or possible use of shark management options. 

Financial cost Comments that articulate the valuing of financial cost when considering 

the current or possible use of shark management options. These 

comments also highlight topics of taxation and government expenditure. 

Time cost Comments that articulate the valuing of time cost when considering the 

current or possible use of shark management options. These comments 

refer to the time it takes to implement management options, and 

whether they are an effective use of government/authority time.  

Opportunity cost Comments that articulate the valuing of issues or topics deemed more 

‘important’ or pressing relative to the proactive investigation topics. 

These comments refer to the resources required to address various 

societal issues, and loss of alternatives when one (shark management 

related) alternative is chosen.   

Privacy  Comments that articulate a value of personal privacy when considering 

the current or possible use of shark management options. These 

comments refer to the possible privacy implications of shark 

management options on beach and ocean users (specifically drones).   

 

 In total the eight value sub-codes listed above were applied n=498 times. In every 

case, values were expressed alongside an attitude toward a topic. In other words, each time 

a commenter communicated a specific value, or values, when discussing one of the 26 topics, 

they did so while also expressing an attitude about that topic. At no point did a commenter 

express a value about a topic without also communicating their attitude toward that topic. 

Consequently, this allowed for analysis of how specific value sub-codes were used alongside 

specific attitudes. Discussion on how value sub-codes were used in connection with specific 

attitudes is documented below, followed by a more in-depth analysis that looks at how 

different value sub-codes were used by commenters when discussing specific topics.  

 A majority of comments coded with the eight value sub-codes were also coded with a 

positive or negative attitude. Only eight comments were coded with a value sub-code 
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alongside an attitude other than positive or negative (all eight instances were attitude: 

unnecessary). 

Commenters expressing negative attitudes toward topics were far more likely to also 

communicate their values (n = 333), than those expressing positive attitudes (n = 149). The 

difference in the number of value sub-codes attached to negative attitudes compared to 

positive attitudes is closely aligned with the relative number of negative attitudes compared 

to positive ones in the dataset. 

  As for the eight value sub-codes, almost all were used in connection with both positive 

and negative attitudes about topics, albeit in varying amounts. The exceptions to this were 

that no comments expressed the values of opportunity cost or privacy while positive about a 

topic, and no comments expressed the value of human life as the first policy consideration 

while negative about a topic. To illustrate the application of the value sub-codes to the 

dataset, the next section provides a number of examples using the topics that generated the 

most value codes. The four topics explored are shark management (broad), shark mesh nets, 

drones, and SMART drumlines. Accompanying each section are figures that illustrate the 

values used to communicate specific attitudes toward the topic, including example comments 

from the dataset. 
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Shark management (broad) 

As shown in Table 6.13, discussion about the topic of shark management generated 

more negative attitudes than positive. This higher amount of negativity overall was reflected 

in the number of value sub-codes attached to negative attitudes relative to positive. When 

expressing these negative attitudes toward shark management, commenters most frequently 

communicated the values of personal responsibility, as exemplified by: 

“Shark management? We live in a country with the most incredible but deadly 

species in the world….A bit of self-awareness and using your common sense goes 

a long way” 

“I don’t think we should do anything about [shark management]. And people 

should be more responsible. The shark is being a shark. But humans can be 

humans and be more careful” 

  

The examples above illustrate a strong and prevailing valuing of personal responsibility 

held by those negative toward shark management. Commenters in this negative group also 

referred regularly to the value of financial cost in discussions about shark management, 

clearly thinking that the cost was too much with too little return: 

“16 million to protect us from the odd shark attack?” 

Figure 6.16 – Values associated with topic ‘shark management’  
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“[Shark management] great for bureaucrats…of very dubious benefit to 

beach goers. A feel good program that will waste vast sums of money” 

 

Although less common, some commenters were positive toward shark management, 

and in doing so communicated their valuing of human life as the first or most important policy 

consideration (Figure 6.16): 

“Humans have more worth than any animal. Just a fact of our existence. 

Deal with [shark management]” 

“I believe the best solution is to protect the people in the water. Protecting people 

should take precedence over protecting wildlife”  

 

Shark mesh nets  

Comments about the topic of shark mesh nets were overwhelmingly negative, and this 

negativity was reflected in the number of value sub-codes attached to negative attitudes (n = 

230) relative to positive (n= 71).  

 Figure 6.17 – Values associated with topic ‘shark mesh nets’ 
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Commenters negative toward shark mesh nets expressed a variety of values. Like 

shark management, the majority of these comments were related to the valuing of personal 

responsibility in assessing the use of shark mesh nets (Figure 6.17), exemplified by: 

“Shark nets are ridiculous. Humans need to take responsibility for their 

own safety in the ocean” 

“Shark nets are a bad idea…When you swim in the ocean, you are entering 

another environment where you are not top of the food chain. Accept the 

risks and responsibility associated with that”  

  

Many of these commenters also emphasised the need to consider the harm that shark 

mesh nets do to marine life. In doing so, these individuals communicated their valuing of 

marine life as the first or most important consideration in decision making about shark 

management options:  

“Put humans first? When did we decide we had more rights on this planet than 

animals do? I hate netting” 

“Shark nets indiscriminately kill all sorts of sea life. It’s their ocean, their 

environment. Sea creatures need protection from humans” 

  

In expressing their negativity toward shark mesh nets, many commenters compared 

shark management with issues that they deemed more important or worthy of attention 

(Figure 6.17). These commenters often communicated the value of opportunity cost in using 

shark mesh nets:  

“Shouldn’t we be more worried about preventing suicide, domestic violence, 

alcohol abuse, cancer etc.?” 

“Women fear for their lives. Elderly Australians are begging for help…So yea 

spend money to protect people who decide to swim in the ocean???”  
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Although far less common, there were some commenters that expressed positive 

attitudes toward shark mesh nets. For those that also communicated values, the most 

common sub-code was the valuing of human life as the most important consideration in 

decision making about shark mesh nets: 

“The surf is an integral part of Australian culture, and human life comes first. If 

there were a better way, I would be for it, but this is the way it must be” 

“The nets are there for a reason to stop sharks I’m sorry but people’s lives are 

worth more than animals” 

“Who cares about a few sharks? A human life is a million times more important!!” 

 

 Interestingly, both groups (positive and negative) valued coexistence between 

humans and marine life, and communicated the value in support for, and opposition to, the 

use of shark mesh nets. Examples of positive and negative use of the value are provided below 

respectively:  

“[Sharks] can have the sea, [humans] the beach” 

“[Nets] kill hundreds of other species that are no threat whatsoever….Surely 

we’ve come far enough to recognise that we can coexist with other life-forms?” 
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Drones 

 Unlike shark management and shark mesh nets, the topic of drones generated 

approximately double the amount of positive attitude comments than negative (Table 6.13). 

Like the previous topics, however, commenters who were negative towards drones were 

approximately twice more likely to communicate their values than those who were positive. 

In total, the topic of drones generated n = 35 value sub-code attached to negative attitudes, 

compared with n = 17 for positive.  

 Commenters who were negative toward the use of drones most often valued financial 

cost in their assessment of the shark mitigation measure, thinking they were too expensive 

and a waste of taxpayers’ money: 

“Why the F does it have to be so expensive?” 

“Drone cost what $300 each….Houston I think we have a problem” 

  

Figure 6.18 – Values associated with topic ‘drones’ 
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Negativity toward drones was also communicated alongside thinking that the money 

could be better spend on more important issues (Figure 6.18 – Opportunity cost). This valuing 

of opportunity cost regarding drones was common: 

“Surely we have more crucial things to spend our money on!” 

“What about domestic violence attacks? That’s right, women don’t rate do they” 

  

A number of commenters also held concerns that drones would impinge on the 

privacy of beach and ocean users, and lead to increased surveillance of the population. Drones 

were the only topic to generate the value of privacy: 

“Slippery slope…next we will see them everywhere in the skys…’for our own 

protection’” 

“The future of surveillance” 

  

A number of commenters who were positive about the use of drones referred to their 

ability to keep ocean users safe from sharks whilst not interfering with marine life. These 

comments often communicated a value of coexistence between humans and marine life: 

“[Drones] are less obtrusive to the environment. They are a good way to keep 

people and the environment safe” 

“The drones are working better than any other trial attempted so far it protects 

people and the animals”  

  

The value of financial cost was also communicated regularly in support of drones. 

Contrary to some of the example comments above, many individuals thought drones were a 

good use of taxpayer’s money, and represented a cheaper investment than other strategies: 

“I’m sure taxpayers would be happy to fund this pretty cheap way of protecting 

our swimmers” 



269 
 

“Excellent idea. Affordable monitoring for community beaches” 

 

SMART Drumlines 

 Like each of the above examples, the topic of SMART Drumlines generated more value 

sub-codes attached to negative attitudes than positive. This is again consistent with the 

relative number of negative comments toward the topic compared with positive (Table 6.13). 

 Individuals with a negative attitude toward the use of SMART Drumlines 

predominately referred to the valuing of financial cost in their comments, believing the 

management strategy to be a waste of money (Figure 6.19): 

“The program is a waste of time, technology, and money” 

“Horrible waste of money” 

  

 

These negative commenters also valued personal responsibility. Rather than use 

SMART Drumlines that impact shark, these individuals thought that people should be more 

careful and consider the risks associated with ocean use: 

Figure 6.19 - Values associated with topic 'SMART drumlines' 
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“Leave the poor sharks alone...Stay out of the water if you don’t want to take the 

risk” 

“Forget [Smart Drumlines]…Humans have to learn that if they are going into the 

ocean they have to accept the risk they may get attacked”  

  

Positive attitudes toward SMART Drumlines were few relative to negative (Table 6.13), 

and this was reflected in the number of positive value sub-codes. For those that were positive, 

valuing human life as the first consideration in decision making about shark management 

options was most common: 

“If it saves 1 life it’s worth it” 

“Still better than a kid being eaten” 

 Exploring these four topics and the values that individuals used in discussing them 

moves us closer to the level of nuanced insight required for confident policy decision making 

that accounts for citizen thinking.  

Documenting the use of the eight value sub-codes builds upon the foundational 

understanding of citizen attitudes, and provides useful information about some of the 

principles and perspectives that citizens may use in forming their attitudes about the 

proactive investigation topics. It is important here to note that direct causality is not being 

claimed between the existence of certain values and attitudes. Rather, understanding these 

values and how they are apparently associated by citizens allows policy decision-makers and 

communicators to more accurately reflect public values in the formation of, and 

communication about, policy. It enables them to tailor their communication in ways that can 

alleviate instances where the public feel that a particular policy runs contrary to their guiding 

values, be they financial, human, wildlife, or otherwise focused.  
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 Citizen attitudes and values are important components in policy decision-making and 

communication about policy. These categories of social evidence each provide useful insight 

into the way that citizens think and communicate about topics relevant to the proactive 

investigation. On their own, however, they do not provide a complete picture of citizen 

thinking. The next two sections document findings about the remaining categories of social 

evidence, namely understandings about policy, and the lived realities of those impacted by 

policy decisions.  

Understandings and misunderstandings about policy 

Commenters communicated a wide variety of understandings about the proactive 

investigation topics. These understandings were most often attached to either positive or 

negative attitudes, but unlike values they also came as standalone statements or questions 

without clear reference to a particular attitude. To analyse how understandings were 

communicated, comments about each topic were searched using positive and negative 

attitudes and then the understandings attached to each. Following this, each topic was 

searched for understandings that were coded unattached to an attitude. Examples of how 

understandings were communicated alongside positive and negative attitudes, and no 

attitudes, are detailed in this section.  

 In total, n = 820 examples of understandings and misunderstandings were identified 

in the dataset, spread across 56 distinct understanding sub-codes. Unlike value sub-codes 

which were applied across a variety of topics, many of the understanding sub-codes were 

specific to certain topics, and as such were only applied to those topics (see Appendix 6). For 

example, commenters would usually express an understanding or misunderstanding related 

specifically to shark mesh nets OR drones OR shark management. The only exception to this 

was understandings related to sharks, which were communicated in discussions about many 
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topics. With such a large number, all 54 understanding sub-codes cannot be detailed here, 

however a full list can be found in Appendix 6 alongside definitions of each.  

It is important to remember here that it was not the job nor intention of the 

researcher to evaluate or judge the legitimacy or correctness of citizens’ understandings. 

Rather, the intention is to report understandings commonly held and communicated by 

members of the public. These understandings, irrespective of their correctness, represent the 

beliefs of some members of the public—individuals who will ultimately decide whether or not 

they will support or oppose the use of different shark management strategies. It is because 

of this, that these understandings provide policy decision makers and communicators 

important information with which to develop effective communication strategies grounded 

in social evidence of citizen thinking.  

As there were 54 distinct understanding sub-codes, complete documentation of how 

and when they were used in reference to all topics is not feasible. Therefore, this section uses 

the four topics most commonly coded with understanding sub-codes to demonstrate their 

application with examples from the dataset. As with overall comments, attitudes, and values, 

the four topics explored are shark management (broad), shark mesh nets, drones, and SMART 

Drumlines. This section also includes several figures to illustrate the relationship between 

attitudes, understandings, and the empirical data captured for this investigation. 

Shark management (broad) 

Among discussions on the topic of shark management, only those holding negative 

attitudes communicated any type of understanding. The two most common sub-codes both 

related to understandings about sharks. Several of these commenters held an understanding 

that sharks are a known risk when you enter the ocean, and that people are aware of this: 
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“People go in the water, there’s sharks in the water…I think it’s a pretty well 

known fact” 

“Surfers know the risk every time they enter the ocean”   

“Everyone knows the risks when they enter the water” 

  

These comments suggest a portion of the community are opposed to shark 

management and think that sharks are known risk in the ocean that people are aware of. 

While causality cannot be inferred, one can reasonably see how such an understanding might 

lead someone to be opposed to shark management, regardless of the specific strategy.  

 These commenters also held an understanding that sharks’ natural habitat is the 

ocean, it’s their only home, and they have no choice but to be here—while humans choose 

to enter ocean voluntarily: 

“Shark management? Ahh hello, sharks belong in the ocean, so why do we need 

to manage them?  

“We are in their environment they belong there we don’t”  

 

Shark mesh nets  

 Understandings about shark mesh nets were widespread in comments that expressed 

positive and negative attitudes, as well as comments that were not attached to any attitude. 

Shark mesh nets as a topic generated the largest number of understanding codes, with n = 

552 applied in total. The majority of these were coded alongside negative attitude comments 

(n = 438), followed by positive attitude (n = 77), and comments not attached to any attitude 

(n = 26). Commenters discussing shark mesh nets also expressed 15 distinct understandings, 

the largest amount of sub-codes specific to any one topic (see Appendix 6).   
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 Members of the public who were negative toward shark mesh nets communicated a 

variety of understandings about the topic. The most common of these (n = 132) was that shark 

mesh nets kill and harm marine life indiscriminately, rather than target only potentially 

dangerous sharks:  

“Shark nets need to be REMOVED they harm n kill other marine life that 

should never be harmed” 

“Shark nets are cruel and it is not only sharks they trap and kill, but turtles, 

dolphins, and other sea creatures…” 

“Shark nets indiscriminately kill all sorts of sea life”  

 These commenters also shared a widely held understanding (n = 114) that sharks’ 

natural habitat is the ocean, making it their only home. This understanding was often 

communicated alongside pleas to leave sharks alone rather than use mesh nets:  

“It’s the sharks environment and home that we invade…no nets :(“  

“Get rid of the shark nets!!! Leave the creatures alone in ‘their habitat’ where 

they belong” 

“It’s there home n habitat were visitors in there home leave them alone they have 

every right to be there ” 

  

Many of those expressing negative attitudes toward shark mesh nets also held an 

understanding that the mitigation strategy itself did not actually work as intended (i.e., at 

stopping or reducing shark incidents). They often pointed to instances where sharks had been 

found inside the shark mesh nets, or to the fact that people still get attacked by sharks, 

exemplified by: 

“They don’t work otherwise people wouldn’t get attacked still. Sharks are often 

seen on the beach side of the nets” 
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“Shark nets are extremely ineffective at actually catching sharks” 

“50 years of data show shark nets do nothing to protect humans” 

 

In contrast, those that expressed positive attitudes toward shark mesh nets held an 

understanding that they did in fact work as intended (i.e., at stopping or reducing shark 

incidents). These commenters regularly pointed to the fact that no shark incidents had been 

recorded at a netted beach, and that any shark caught in a net could have been involved in a 

future incident:  

“”We have had shark nets for 50 years and not one attack” 

“If you compare the number of attacks in the netted areas vs out of them I am 

pretty sure the nets help” 

“No fatality on a netted beach in NSW. Absolutely put in more nets. Sharks are 

just fish. What’s the big deal?” 

  

Supporters of shark mesh nets also referred to the ‘right’ of humans to use the ocean. 

These commenters had an understanding that humans deserve, or are entitled to, at least 

some of the ocean, and that shark mesh nets allow for this: 

“Oceans are vast – humans are entitled to a little section to safely enjoy them!” 

“79% of the planet is covered in ocean. Are we not entitled to use 

.000000000000001% of it?” 

  

While less common, there were members of the public who communicated 

understandings about shark mesh nets without expressing an attitude. These comments 

might more accurately be described as communicating a lack of understanding, and often 

came in the form of genuine questions about the effectiveness of the mitigation strategy and 

whether or not they have been proven to work: 
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“Do they work, do they do what they are meant to?” 

“Do shark nets work? Genuine question” 

  

Some of those without an attitude toward shark mesh nets also held an understanding 

that the mitigation strategy would possibly be more acceptable if the technology was 

improved so as to not catch non-target species and impact other marine life:  

“Maybe a smaller mesh space would better?” 

“Need a harder/smaller loops kind of net that won’t kill them or other animals” 

Drones  

 The topic of drones generated the second most understanding codes after shark mesh 

nets. Discussion about drones also produced 14 understanding sub-codes, the second largest 

amount of sub-codes specific to a topic. Unlike most other topics, drones generated more 

positive attitude associated understandings (n = 49) than negative (n = 20). There were, 

however, a relatively large amount of understandings about drones expressed that were not 

attached to an attitude (n = 39).  

 Commenters negative toward the use of drones as mitigation strategy most often held 

an understanding, or questioned, their visual capacity in deep or murky water (Figure 6.20): 

“False sense of security. What about the depths drones can’t see?” 

“They’re not a workable option at the moment because of the limitations of the 

technology” 

  

These commenters were also opposed to the use of drones based on an understanding that 

shark attacks are a rare event (Figure 6.20): 

“Dumbest thing ever, how many people die a year from shark attacks? 
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“What with our thousands of shark attacks every year….” 

 

For those who were positive toward the use of drones, many thought that they 

currently offered a relatively superior option compared to other shark mitigation strategies:  

“Great idea this re keeping us safe from sharks. Seems the best idea so far” 

“The drones are working better than any other trial attempted so far”  

  

These positive commenters also held an understanding that drones would be able to 

keep ocean users safe by alerting them to ocean conditions in real time, including the 

presence of sharks: 

“The drone could gather data, photo and geotag…send an alert with the 

data and image to local lifeguards, and also sound an on-board or beach-

based alarm to warn beach goers” 

“There’s a very good chance sharks could be spotted with drones used to sound 

an alarm” 

 

The topic of drones also generated several understanding sub-codes from 

commenters who did not express an attitude about them (Figure 6.20 – no attitudes). The 

most common of these sub-codes was the understanding that drones would increase public 

Figure 6.20 - Understandings associated with topic 'drones' 
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fear of sharks by increasing awareness of their presence. Many of these commenters noted 

that sharks had always been at our beaches, but that ignorance was bliss when in the water: 

“There has always been sharks we are just more aware of them because of 

tracking technology, drones and of course social media” 

“Best we don’t see what lies beneath” 

“So long as it is not implied that there are more sharks, now that drones can see 

them. Just think, all this time, all those people out in their home territory would 

never got killed by them?” 

  

Those discussing drones without expressing an attitude also asked a variety of 

questions concerning how drones would be able to help ocean users in real time. These 

commenters lacked understanding about the mitigation strategy and questioned what 

capabilities the drones had: 

“How does it help the surfer/swimmer in that moment? Does it send notification 

to lifesavers to evacuate persons at that location?” 

“Sounds like a game changer if it has the capabilities of alerting the 

swimmer/surfer in distress and can issue appropriate warning signals to those on 

the ground who can assist” 

 

SMART Drumlines 

Discussions about SMART Drumlines were coded with understandings n = 47 times, 

spread across 14 sub-codes. These sub-codes were largely attached to negative attitudes 

toward the topics (n = 37), followed by positive (n = 6), and then general understandings not 

attached to a specific attitude (n = 3).  
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Understandings communicated by commenters negative toward SMART Drumlines 

centred around two sub-codes, one related to sharks and the other to the mitigation strategy 

itself (Figure 6.21). Regarding sharks, these commenters held an understanding that has now 

featured alongside negative attitudes toward shark management (broad) and shark mesh 

nets, namely that sharks’ natural habitat is the ocean, and they have no choice but to be 

there: 

“[SMART Drumlines] are killers…the ocean is their domain and we should respect 

that fact” 

“It’s their home, leave the poor buggers alone” 

“Will you just leave the sharks alone, FFS, they are in the ocean where they 

belong” 

  

As for SMART Drumlines as a mitigation strategy itself, many of these commenters 

held an understanding that they are cruel and harmful in the way they catch sharks and other 

non-target species: 

“Unnecessarily cruel…leave the sharks alone” 

“A hooked shark suffers a great amount of stress” 

Figure 6.21 - Understandings associated with topic 'SMART drumlines' 
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 “Cruelty at its finest…” 

   

Although far less common, there were those who communicated an understanding 

about SMART Drumlines while positive about the topic. In expressing their support, these 

commenters sought to compare SMART Drumlines with shark mesh nets, understanding that 

shark mesh nets kill and harm marine life indiscriminately while SMART Drumlines did not: 

“[SMART Drumlines] before nets. Nets kill non target species” 

“43 sharks caught and released…That sounds better than the nets or traditional 

drumlines. Like I said, an improvement” 

“Non-lethal to the shark. That’s an improvement I like”  

 

There were also those that communicated understandings about SMART Drumlines 

unattached to an attitude. These examples are more accurately described as a lack of 

understanding, and all included questions concerning how the mitigation strategy functioned. 

These understanding sub-codes included uncertainty whether SMART Drumlines killed sharks 

when they were caught, caught non-target species, or had proven effectiveness as a 

mitigation strategy. One example comment for each of these three sub-codes is provided 

below respectively: 

“Killing the sharks or tag and release?” 

“Only hook sharks though, or are other marine creatures, such as dolphins, 

hooked?” 

“What is science proven or not on these smart drum lines?” 

  

Members of the public communicated a diverse range of understandings about the 26 

proactive investigation topics. These understandings, particularly those frequently coded, 

represent the thoughts of sections of the public. Whether or not they are true, these 
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understandings were regularly communicated alongside positive and negative attitudes 

about shark mitigation strategies, and while causality cannot be confirmed here, many of 

these understandings could reasonably be seen as barriers to supporting a given topic. If some 

of the understandings are in fact untrue, or based on a misunderstanding, then these insights 

provide policy decision makers and communicators with the ability to more accurately target 

their educational resources, address unfounded beliefs, and possibly change oppositional 

publics into supportive ones. Similarly, if authorities are looking to replace an existing 

mitigation strategy (e.g., shark mesh nets), with a new strategy (e.g., drones), then they must 

recognise whether public opposition or support is built upon misunderstandings.   

So far, findings have been presented for three of the four categories of social evidence, 

namely citizen attitudes, values, and understandings and misunderstandings about policy. 

The following section details findings for the final category, the lived realities of those 

impacted by policy decisions. 

Lived realities of citizens impacted by policy decisions 

 The information category of lived realities provides insight into the way that citizens 

communicate about the impacts of policy decisions on their lives. Lived realities refer to often 

unseen or unexpected ways that policy decisions can affect the lives of citizens. In this dataset, 

however, examples of lived realities were surprisingly rare.  

 A total of n = 41 lived realities codes were applied across the dataset. These were 

divided across three distinct lived reality sub-codes under the broader information category. 

These sub-codes and their descriptions are provided in Table 6.15. 
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Table 6.15 – Proactive lived reality sub-codes and definitions 

Lived realities sub-codes Description of sub-codes 

Child and family safety Comments that refer to the personal importance or consideration 

of child and family safety in discussion about shark mitigation 

strategies.  

Personal experience of shark 

incidents 

Comments that refer to personal experience of shark incidents and 

the impact it has on perceptions of shark mitigation policy. 

Regular use of the 

ocean/beach 

Comments that refer to regular use of the ocean and/or beach and 

the impact it has on perceptions of shark mitigation policy. 

 

Unlike values and understandings, lived realities were more often communicated 

alongside positive attitudes (n = 29) than with negative (n = 12). There were no lived realities 

communicated unattached to an attitude. Sub-codes were recorded in reference to only four 

topics, namely shark mesh nets, drones, personal deterrents, and the Shark Smart App. Of 

these, shark mesh nets generated the majority with n = 33/41. As shark mesh nets generated 

examples of each of sub-codes, only this topic will be explored to illustrate the application of 

lived realities to the proactive case of mesh net policy.  

Shark mesh nets 

Figure 6.22 - Lived realities associated with topic 'shark mesh nets' 
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 Commenters discussing the topic of shark mesh nets generally shared their lived 

realities and how they were impacted by policy decisions when expressing positive attitudes 

(n = 25). The large majority of these (n = 22) were in reference to the sub-code of child and 

family safety. These commenters regularly spoke of their own children, or family members, 

and referred to their safety and well-being as paramount in their consideration of using shark 

mesh nets (Figure 6.22): 

“Well my kid hasn’t been eaten yet so all good” 

“Keep the nets, I like the idea of my friends and family being a little safer when 

using the beach”  

“My kid does nippers and surf patrol and lives on the ocean, as sad as it is, I’d 

rather a baby whale get rescued than my daughter be chomped by a shark. Nets 

to stay!!”  

  

Each of these commenters references their family in a way that attempts to qualify 

their support for shark mesh nets. These individuals use their families—in particular, their 

children—as a way of illustrating how shark management policy directly impacts their lives. 

Encounters with children presumably represented the worst possible scenario that required 

efforts for protection. For these commenters, changes in mitigation strategy have a perceived 

impact on the relative safety of their loved ones, often leading to an uncompromising position 

where danger or harm to other species is an acceptable price to pay.  

 Although less common, some individuals shared their lived reality of being personally 

impacted by a shark incident (Figure 6.22). This lived reality was communicated in support of 

shark mesh nets: 

“Being one of the people on the beaches up here that got to see people bitten in 

half, missing most of their legs and other fun sights, I’m not excited we’re getting 

nets, but we are pretty much all out of options as nothing else is working” 
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“I had a good mate killed by a shark. So I have been directly effected. For the 

people that havnt had (shark attack) impact your life, your fortunate. The shark 

kills my mate. I kill it” 

“When you child is that close to a great white as mine was, you might change 

your mind. I don’t like the idea of marine life being harm either, but my son has to 

see his mate getting bitten every day in his memory…It literally life or death here 

now” 

  

These lived realities all share a striking visual and raw emotional tone.  For these 

individuals, there is a palpable connection between their experiences of traumatic shark 

incidents and their support for shark mesh nets. In two of the comments there is obvious 

recognition that shark mesh nets present their own challenges relating to marine by-catch, 

but these concerns are outweighed by the sheer desperation for something to be done to 

keep them and their communities safe. Although rare, these lived realities are necessary for 

authorities to carefully consider when making policy decisions or communicating to 

communities. While shark management policy might not feature as a priority in some lives, 

for others it brings up memories of traumatic experiences that continue to affect their 

thinking and judgement.  

 There were also examples of lived realities shared by members of the public who held 

negative attitudes toward shark mesh nets. These individuals sought to communicate their 

regular use of the ocean and/or beach, doing so in a way that discursively qualified or justified 

their position regarding shark mesh nets: 

“I use the ocean daily and accept the risk involved” 

“I’m from the south coast. Not a shark net in site for hundreds of klms. People still 

swim every day and survive” 

“I live on the south coast of Kiama and have for nearly 20 years my kids and I 

swim at the beaches that have no nets all the time most of the beaches down 

here are not netted and there have been very few if at all shark attacks. A big NO 

from us” 
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 These individuals create a link between their experiences of the ocean and their 

attitudes toward mesh nets as a shark mitigation strategy through the sharing of their lived 

realities. The presence of this communicative practice suggests an attempt by these 

individuals to position themselves as ‘more qualified’ in discussing shark management policy. 

Like those who had experience of shark incidents, those that regularly used the ocean 

consider themselves to possess unique knowledge or ‘insight’ into shark management and 

the supposed effectiveness/appropriateness of mitigation strategies.  

 Citizen sharing of lived realities and the impacts of policy decisions was not as common 

in the dataset as attitudes, values, and understandings. This might be partially explained by 

the nature of the sampling approach, being that news media articles were collected using 

specific search strings. None of these search strings focused on specific shark incidents or 

beaches, which people might feel more personally attached to or affected by, but rather on 

the broader policy area of the SMP and related strategies.  
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Summary of proactive investigation findings 

 Section 6.2.1.6 reported findings from the proactive investigation, structured 

according to the four categories of social evidence (citizen attitudes to policy, values, 

understandings and misunderstandings of policy, and lived realities of those impacted by 

policy decisions). The aim of the investigation was to obtain social evidence of citizen thinking 

about the NSW shark meshing program and its possible replacement with alternative 

strategies. 

This summary distils key findings by focusing specifically on topics most important for 

the proactive investigation. To do so it uses Figure 6.23 categorising each of the most 

discussed shark mitigation topics and each of the four categories of social evidence. 

 

 

Figure 6.23 - Summary of proactive investigation key topics 
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The public regularly discussed different shark mitigation strategies, but rarely 

the beneficiaries or who was responsible for their management  

 Comment data gathered for the proactive investigation covered a total of 22 unique 

topics. As shown in Table 6.11, the number of comments for topics varied widely, from one 

comment about government authorities (general) up to more than a thousand for shark mesh 

nets. Grouping similar topics into categories enabled a more comprehensive understanding 

of their relative prominence in the dataset.  

 The five most commonly discussed topics were shark mesh nets, drones, sharks, 

SMART Drumlines, and shark management (broad) (Table 6.11). Of these five topics, three 

refer to specific shark mitigation strategies while a fourth relates to the broader practice of 

shark management. These five topics generated the most citizen communication about 

attitudes, values, understandings, and lived realities.  

Juxtaposed to these are the five least discussed topics, namely swimmers, 

environmentalists, council (local government), federal government, and government 

authorities (general) (Table 6.11). All five of these topics refer to key publics or actors within 

the policy area of human-shark interaction, and three of the five refer directly to government 

authorities charged with overseeing the policy area.  

 What does grouping these topics tell us about the proactive investigation? Citizens 

willingly shared various facets of their thinking about shark mitigation strategy options. 

Attitudes were often complex and were communicated alongside their values and 

understandings about those topics. In contrast, citizens rarely discussed potential benefactors 

of shark mitigation strategies, with little reference to specific ocean user groups such as 

swimmers or surfers. Citizens rarely spoke about government authorities, nor who they 

considered responsible for overseeing or implemented shark management policy. This 
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suggests that members of the public are invested in decisions about shark management 

policy, but have less interest in who is ultimately responsible for their implementation. It 

would be useful to triangulate this finding with social evidence data gathered by other 

methods. 

Negativity was more common, across the board  

 The section on attitudes detailed that citizens predominately held either positive or 

negative attitudes toward topics, with negative attitudes representing approximately 60% of 

all attitudes. This trend toward negativity was then shown to feature in citizen communication 

of values, as well as understandings. For the social evidence category of values, citizens 

communicated values associated with negative attitudes about three times as often as they 

did with positive attitudes. This ratio was relatively similar for understandings.  

 Previous research suggests that individuals who feel their attitudes or beliefs are being 

‘attacked’ or are under threat are more motivated to give their opinions as a defence 

mechanism, a process called psychological reactance (Olson, 2017; Ringold, 2002). Many of 

the online and social media articles that stimulated the comments in the dataset discussed 

current or possible use of strategies such as shark mesh nets and SMART Drumlines. If 

members of the public held preconceived attitudes toward these topics, they may have felt 

like news media reporting on them indicated that they were under consideration. This may 

have motivated these citizens to share their values and understandings in justification for 

their negativity, and hence explain the numerical dominance in the dataset of negative 

attitudes, values and understandings.  

 A second possible explanation for this observation is that people who agreed with a 

particular topic, or who were positive toward it, may have only been motivated to ‘like’ an 
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article or comment rather than comment and explain their support/positivity. The fact that 

this investigation did not count the quantity of likes on individual comments is a limitation, as 

this might have provided a more balanced account of the amount of positive/negative 

attitudes toward topics and therefore a more accurate reflection of citizen thinking. This 

limitation is worth addressing in future application of the Systematic Approach and is 

reflected upon in more depth in Chapter 7.8. 

Few lived realities in the dataset 

Perhaps one of the more surprising findings, or lack of findings, in the proactive 

investigation was the relative absence of citizens sharing how they were impacted by policy 

decisions (lived realities) compared to other information categories. Lived realities were 

sparse and, when communicated, were almost exclusively in reference to shark mesh nets.  

The absence of lived realities identified in this dataset has a number of possible 

explanations. First, online citizen commentary gathered for this investigation predominantly 

came from articles on government policies, announcements, and research. These prompts 

might have been too abstracted and removed from the lives of everyday citizens for them to 

feel motivated to share their personal stories. Secondly, the proactive investigation primarily 

centred on policy topics related to shark mitigation strategies, rather than on specific 

locations or incidents that members of the public might identify with and therefore speak on 

in a personal manner.  

 What can be learnt about the Systematic Approach through the proactive case study 

pilot? The findings reported in this section demonstrate that for authorities looking to 

proactively research a policy area, social and online media platforms can provide valuable 

social evidence of the way that citizens think and communicate about important topics. These 
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online data sources, to a degree, provide the types of information that policy decision makers 

themselves have communicated as integral for confident decision-making and 

communication about policy. These include evidence of citizen attitudes, the values they use 

in forming their attitudes, understandings and misunderstandings of policy topics and, to a 

lesser degree, the way their lives are impacted by policy decisions.  This case study—the 

proactive investigation pilot—suggests that social and online media can be a useful research 

tool and data source in certain circumstances. A more detailed reflection on this investigation 

and its bearing on future application of the Systematic Approach is provided in Section 6.3. 

6.2.2 Piloting the Systematic Approach with a reactive policy decision-making case: Severe 

shark incident at La Perouse, Sydney 

Section 6.2.2 uses a shark incident that took place at La Perouse, Sydney, in 2018 to 

pilot the use of the Systematic Approach in a reactive policy decision-making context (see 

Section 6.1.2). This investigation aimed to gain insight into how citizens communicated their 

thinking about the La Perouse shark incident, and what they were communicating to, and 

about, authorities regarding human-shark interaction policy in the context of the incident.  

6.2.2.1 Stage 1: Determining inquiry scope and relevant publics  

Following the Systematic Approach outlined in Chapter Five (5.3), Table 6.16 below 

provides the foundational parameters of the reactive investigation as required by Stage 1. 
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Table 6.16 - Reactive investigation: inquiry scope and relevant public with provisional 
information categories 

Geographic scope  Sydney region (specifically south-eastern Sydney) 

Relevant publics 
 Populations of aforementioned geographic area 

 Specific focus on beach and ocean users (at risk groups 
such as surfers and ocean swimmers) 

Temporal scope  From the day of the incident (Feb 23th 2018) until four days 
afterwards (Feb 27th 2018) 

Preliminary/provision 

desired information 

 Citizen thinking (including attitudes, values and vested 
interests, understanding of policy, and lived realities) about 
shark management policy in the context of the incident 

 

6.2.2.2 Stage 2: Identifying and justifying data sources  

 

Like the proactive pilot, Stage 2 uses Kozinets’ (2019) netnographic research 

techniques to identify and justify data sources. This section details the operations of 

simplifying, searching, scouting, and selecting (for full detail of these operations see Appendix 

4). 

Simplifying    

By nature of being in response to an incident, this investigation provided a number of 

parameters to establish key terms used to search data sources. First, terms may be related to 

the region where the incident took place at varying levels of geographic granularity—namely 

‘Botany Bay’, ‘La Perouse’, or most specifically, ‘Little Congwong Beach’. The incident itself 

also provides terms such as ‘shark attack’ (or variations such as ‘shark bite’) and the name of 

the victim, ‘Incident Victim Name’. As indicated in Chapter 5.3 Stage 2, reactive investigations 

are under increased time pressure and so searching and selecting criteria might not be as 

thorough as those conducted in proactive. As such, these initial search terms are appropriate 

unless important additional terms are raised in the process of scouting.  
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The following search strings are used initially: 

 ‘Botany Bay’ AND (‘shark attack’ OR ‘shark bite’) 

 ‘La Perouse’ AND (‘shark attack’ OR ‘shark bite’) 

 ‘Little Congwong Beach’ AND (‘shark attack’ OR ‘shark bite’) 

 ‘Incident Victim Name’ AND (‘shark attack’ OR ‘shark bite’) 

Searching, Scouting, and Selecting 

 As with the proactive pilot, this search operation used the output of the simplifying 

process in the search engines of digital media platforms and sites. Although reactive cases are 

traditionally more time-constrained, this pilot conducted a full search operation mirroring 

that conducted in the proactive pilot. This search operation encompassed Google News, 

Facebook, and YouTube.  
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Google News 

Search strings were first applied to Google to identify online news media articles 

related to the reactive incident (see Figure 6.24). As Figure 6.24 shows, thousands of articles 

were returned for many of the search strings, yet with each results page articles diminished 

in their relevance to the incident (e.g., were about other shark attacks or shark related news). 

As such, it was decided that only the first five pages of search results would be examined for 

news media articles. Furthermore, each search string applied in Google returned almost 

identical results, likely due to the rarity of shark incident in this region, and Google’s search 

engine optimising results to include related articles (e.g., a search for ‘Botany Bay shark 

attack’ is likely to return similar results as ‘La Perouse shark attack’).  

Articles returned through Google searching were retained for further scoping and 

selecting if they were: within the temporal scope of the investigation (Feb 23th 2018 – Feb 

27th 2018); were explicitly related to the incident; and allowed for and had citizen 

Figure 6.24 - Reactive investigation google news search process 
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commentary. Google searching returned a total of three articles, with the process taking 2.5 

hours (N = 3 articles: Daily Mail Australia n = 2; Sea Breeze n = 1). 

With these saved links, a process of scouting and selecting was undertaken. As with 

the proactive investigation, articles were selected for data extraction if they contained 

comment data that was high in relevance, activity, interactivity, diversity, and richness. 

(Kozinets, 2019). Scouting the articles and comments to ascertain their relevance to the 

reactive investigation took one hour. 

Both articles from the Daily Mail Australia were excluded from further analysis based 

on the selection criteria. Unfortunately, comment data from both of these articles were 

irrelevant or assumed to be from users outside Australia (i.e., indicated by commenter 

location tag). Only the Sea Breeze article met the selection criteria, providing 25 comments. 

The process for extracting these comments for analysis is outlined in Section 6.2.2.4 Collecting 

data.  

Facebook 

The process used for searching, scouting, and selecting data from Facebook followed 

a similar approach to that used for the proactive pilot (Section 6.2.1.2). A set of initial selection 

criteria were developed to focus searching to the most relevant and appropriate news media 

articles on Facebook. As in the proactive investigation, these criteria were that the news 

media outlets on Facebook were: (1) geo-specific to the investigation; (2) had high circulation, 

readership, and/or Facebook follower numbers, and; (3) represented ownership diversity. 

Reasoning for the use of these multidimensional criteria is found in Section 6.2.1.2: Facebook.  

Working with these criteria, five news media outlets were selected for searching. 

These outlets were: ABC Sydney, The Daily Telegraph, 7 News Sydney, 9 News Sydney, and the 
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Sydney Morning Herald. Table 6.17 provides additional information on these outlets, 

including number of Facebook followers (29/04/2020) and their ownership.  

Table 6.17 - Reactive investigation Facebook news media outlets 

News media outlet Facebook Followers Ownership 

ABC Sydney 342,317 Australian Broadcasting Corporation 

The Daily Telegraph 1,320,331 News Corp Australia 

7 News Sydney 2,147,612 Seven West Media Limited 

9 News Sydney 666,338 Nine Entertainment Co. 

Sydney Morning Herald 1,161,806 Nine Entertainment Co. 

 

With specific news media outlets now selected, a process was used for searching, 

scouting, and selecting appropriate data similar to that used in the proactive investigation. 

This process involved searching the ‘Posts’ section of each Facebook page using the relevant 

search strings, followed by the carefully reading the results to ascertain their relevance to the 

reactive investigation. A detailed account of this process is reported in Section 6.2.1.2. 

This searching, scouting, and selecting process was repeated across the five news 

media outlet Facebook pages using all eight of the search strings (see Section 5.5.2.2: 

Simplifying). In total N = 12 posts were found. The breakdown of the N = 12 posts from the 

news media outlets is provided in Table 6.18:  

Table 6.18 - Breakdown of posts from each news media outlet for reactive investigation 

News media outlet Number of posts selected 

ABC Sydney 0 

The Daily Telegraph 2 

7 News Sydney 4 

9 News Sydney 4 

Sydney Morning Herald 2 
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Methods for extracting comments from each of these articles is outlined in Section 

6.2.2.4 Stage 4: Collecting data. 

YouTube 

Search strings were applied to YouTube following the same process used in the 

proactive pilot. Each string was applied to YouTube’s search function to find videos that: were 

related to the reactive incident; were within the specified date range; and allowed for and 

contained user comments.  

Each search string returned similar results, almost all of which were not related to the 

incident being investigated. For example, when searching ‘Botany Bay shark attack’ and ‘La 

Perouse shark bite’, YouTube returned thousands of videos related to shark attacks around 

the world, with the first ten videos often about incidents in Australia, and the rest as varied 

as ’10 worst GREAT WHITE SHARK attacks’ and ‘Shark bites man in Florida’. Only two videos 

about the incident under investigation were found through YouTube, however neither video 

had any comments. This result of zero videos was surprising, as it was expected that at least 

some news media outlets would have posted videos related to their coverage of the incident.  

6.2.2.3 Stage 3: Addressing ethical considerations 

 Ethics must be considered in both proactive and reactive contexts. As outlined in 

Chapter 5.3 Stage 3, ethical considerations were consistent across both investigations, as both 

were undergird by the same national guidelines and principles. As such, the methods used to 

address ethical consideration in this research context are those outlined in Section 6.2.1.3.  
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6.2.2.4 Stage 4: Collecting data 

Stage 4 outlines the processes used to extract comment data from the data sources 

selected for analysis. The section first details the gathering of comments from Google News 

data sources followed by Facebook. 

Google 

 In total Google News provided N = 1 article from Sea Breeze (Section 6.2.2.2 Google 

News). The process of extracting comment data from this article mirrored that used for 

Google News in the proactive investigation—namely, a process of copying and pasting 

comments into an Excel spreadsheet containing the original title, a hyperlink to the article, 

and the comments.  

 In total, the Google News (Sea Breeze) article provided N = 20 comments (prior to 

comment data being cleaned for relevance).  

Facebook 

 Facebook data collection followed the same process outlined in the proactive 

investigation in Section 6.2.1.3 Stage 3: Collecting Data.  

For the reactive investigation, all comment data extracted from Facebook posts were 

added to a single Excel spread sheet that included the name of the news media outlet, original 

post text, hyperlink to the original post, the comments themselves, and the time and date 

each comment was made.  

 The N = 12 Facebook posts provided by the five news media outlets provided a total 

of 7,605 comments (prior to comments being cleaned for interpersonal shares, relevance, 

and identifiable information – to be conducted in Stage 5 Data Analysis). This extraction 
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process took four hours. Table 6.19 documents the number of posts and comments provided 

by each news media outlet. 

Table 6.19 - Comments provided by Facebook news media outlets 

News media outlet Number of posts Number of comments 

ABC Sydney 0 0 

The Daily Telegraph 2 823 

7 News Sydney 4 3,186 

9 News Sydney 4 2,214 

Sydney Morning Herald 2 1,382 

TOTAL 12 7,605 

 

 

6.2.2.5 Stage 5: Analysing data 

 As in the proactive investigation, analysis of the comment data was the longest and 

most challenging stage of the reactive investigation. Analysis involved cleaning the extracted 

comment data, establishing a topic list and coding structure, and closely reading the collected 

data to understand how they helped address the original aim of the investigation, i.e., gaining 

insight into how citizens communicated about human-shark interaction policy in the context 

of the La Perouse shark incident.  

Data cleaning  

A total of N = 7,635 comments were extracted from Google News and Facebook. This 

initial data set was first cleaned of interpersonal shares, identifiable information, comments 

that were unintelligible or in languages others than English, and comments not relevant to 

the investigation. Data cleaning was undertaken in two stages. 
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The first stage of data cleaning removed comments that were exclusively or 

predominately interpersonal shares. Comments where someone had ‘tagged’ a friend but still 

commented about the incident or shark management policy were retained (without 

identifying elements). The Google News (Sea Breeze) data set (N = 20 comments) contained 

no interpersonal shares. The Facebook dataset (N = 7,605 comments), however, contained n 

= 6,200. Cleaning the Facebook data set took four hours and reduced the dataset to N = 1,405.  

While these interpersonal shares are not, in themselves, the focus of analysis, they do 

provide noteworthy insight into the level of community interest in and communication about 

the La Perouse shark incident. The level of interpersonal sharing of articles clearly indicates 

that the community have a strong interest in shark incidents, or at least believe that their 

friends will be interested. A large number of the retained interpersonal share comments 

included citizens communicating about their previous use of that specific beach, or 

knowledge that their friends had used that beach. The findings section in Stage 6 further 

discusses the significance of interpersonal shares.  

The second stage of data cleaning removed all comments that were in languages other 

than English or were unintelligible. The Sea Breeze Google News article was reduced to N = 

15 during this cleaning stage. The Facebook dataset was further reduced from to N = 1,050. 

Table 6.20 shows the quantity of comment data retained from all data sources after each 

stage of cleaning.  

Table 6.20 - Quantity of data during data cleaning stages for reactive investigation 

Platform Initial 
Comments 

Comments after first 
clean 

Comments after second 
clean 

Google News 20 20 15 

Facebook 7,605 1,405 1,050 
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Total 7,625 1,425 1,065 

 

Developing the topic list  

 Following data cleaning, the next stage of analysis involved developing the topic list 

that would be applied to comments. This process was similar to that used in the proactive 

investigation, with topics provided by the incident under investigation (e.g., the victim, and 

the beach at which the incident occurred), and the reactive research question (e.g., shark 

management, shark meshing program, as well as key public such as local and state 

authorities). Additional topics were added as salient themes emerged from the data (e.g., 

shark management strategies such as culling and personal deterrent devices). Appendix 7 

provides a table with all 18 topics, with definitions of each and rationale for their inclusion.  

Developing and applying the coding structure  

 The reactive investigation used the same approach to the developing and applying the 

coding structure as the proactive investigation. The analytic method used the dual coding 

approach of provision codes (categories of social evidence) and initial coding that arose from 

the collected comment data (sub-codes used to dimensionalise and specify the 

aforementioned categories). For a comprehensive overview of how codes were applied to 

individual comments see Section 6.2.1.5.  

Analysis of data 

Once all comments had been coded using the above approach, a frequency count was 

conducted on the dataset to determine the prevalence of each topic, social evidence 

categories, and sub-codes. As with the proactive investigation, this stage involved converting 

Excel columns to searchable filters. This allowed comments in the dataset to be organised by 

their topic(s), as well as any coded attitudes, values, understandings, or lived realities. The 
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dataset was interrogated by looking at single topics and their related codes, turning on and 

off certain filters. This process was repeated for each of the 18 reactive investigation topics.  

The next section, Stage 6, reports findings from the reactive investigation, providing 

insights into the way that citizens communicated their thinking about the La Perouse shark 

incident, and what they were communicating to, and about, authorities regarding shark 

management policy in the context of the incident. 

6.2.2.6 Stage 6: Reporting findings  

 The aim of the reactive investigation was to employ the Systematic Approach 

developed in Chapter 5 to gain insight into citizen thinking about the La Perouse shark incident 

and related human-shark interaction policy. To do so, it gathered N = 1,065 comments made 

by users of Facebook and Google News.  

Analysis of these data suggests that citizens were interested in discussing the various 

dimensions of the incident, including the victim and the beach where the incident took place. 

There was far less discussion, however, about specific mitigation measures or government 

authorities responsible for related policy.  

This section details these findings, beginning with an overview of the dataset and 

general findings, followed by an in-depth exploration of each of the four social evidence 

categories, including how citizens communicated their thinking about a variety of topics. The 

reactive investigation is interpreted, culminating in a narrative about the incident.  

Determine inquiry 
scope and relevant 

publics

Identify and 
justify data 

sources 

Address ethical 
considerations

Collect data Analyse data
Report and 

visualise 
findings
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General findings 

Analysis began on a dataset of N = 1, 065 comments. Initial counts for the amount of 

comments coded with the 18 topics are detailed in Table 6.21.  

Table 6.21 - Topic list and comment count for reactive investigation 

Topic # Topic name Comment count 

1 Victim  153 

2 Incident location 283 

3 Beach/Ocean use (general) 200 

4 Shark (specific to incident) 9 

5 Sharks (general) 62 

6 Council (local government) 1 

7 State government 1 

8 Federal Government 0 

9 Government authorities (general) 2 

10 Dept. of Primary Industries 0 

11 Shark management (general) 0 

12 Shark mesh nets 5 

13 Drones 0 

14 SMART Drumlines 1 

15 Shark Education 4 

16 Shark Culling 12 

17 Shark smart app 1 

18 Personal deterrents 1 

NS No sentiment about topic 330 

 Total topics coded 735 

 

 Of the original N = 1,065 comments, a total of n = 735 comments were coded with at 

least one of the 18 topics. The dataset contained n = 330 comments that were judged to 

communicate no sentiment about a topic relevant to the reactive investigation. The 

proportion of no sentiment comments was surprisingly large relative to the size of the overall 

dataset and the amount of comments recorded for all other topics. In fact, more comments 

were coded with no sentiment than for any other topic.  

 The four most commonly discussed topics were the incident beach, beach/ocean use 

(general), the victim, and sharks (general). These four topics contributed over 90% of all topics 

assigned to the dataset. As will be shown in the following sections, comments about these 
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four topics also generated the most citizen attitudes, values, understandings, and lived 

realities. 

 No comments discussed the topics of federal government, Dept. of Primary Industries, 

shark management (broad), or drones. Furthermore, five or fewer comments discussed the 

topics of shark mesh nets, education (as management strategy), personal deterrents, shark 

SMART app, SMART Drumlines, government authorities (general), state government, and 

councils (local government) (Table 6.21).   

The distribution of topics across the comments was surprising for its absence of 

comments about topics related to specific shark mitigation strategies (e.g., shark mesh nets 

or drones) or the authorities responsible for their funding or implementation (e.g., NSW Dept. 

of Primary Industries or local councils). As Table 6.21 shows, there were no comments 

recorded for shark management (broad) or drones, and very few recorded for other 

strategies—with the exception of n = 12 comments for shark culling. This distribution was also 

unsurprising, however, in that it mirrors quite closely the original search terms used for data 

gathering. The search strings focused predominately on the shark incident itself, and this may 

partly explain the relative prominence of topics related specifically to the incident (e.g., victim 

and incident beach).  

Attitudes to policy 

 The reactive dataset provided relatively few comments that illustrated citizen 

attitudes toward topics. There were, however, a few topics that generated noteworthy 

attitudes. This section outlines the various attitudes identified through analysis, documents 

the topics that generated the most attitude codes, and discusses what the relative absence 

of attitudes in the dataset might tell us about citizen thinking in this case. 
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Analysis of the comments led to five attitudinal sub-codes being established under the 

broader citizen information category. These sub-codes and their definitions are provided in 

Table 6.22. 

Table 6.22 – Reactive attitude sub-codes and definitions 

Attitude sub-code Definition of sub-code 

Positive Comments that communicate positivity or approval toward a 

topic 

Negative Comments that communicate negativity or disapproval toward a 

topic 

Sympathetic Comments that communicate a sympathetic attitude toward a 

topic 

Unsympathetic Comments that communicate an unsympathetic attitude toward 

a topic 

Unconcerned Comments that communicate an attitude of being unconcerned 

with or about a topic 

  

 The number of attitude codes applied to the dataset was n = 166. This represents 

approximately 1/5 of all comments assigned a topic. For comments communicating an 

attitude about a topic, the majority (n = 120) were either attitudes (sympathetic or 

unsympathetic), and were expressed predominately in reference to the victim of the incident. 

Attitudes of positive, negative, and indifferent were applied only n = 46 times collectively (n 

= 24 for positive, n = 6 for negative, and n = 16 for indifferent).   

 Topics coded with attitudes five or more times are listed in Table 6.23 below: 

Table 6.23 - Attitude count for select reactive topics 

Topic # Topic name Positive  Negative Sympathetic Unsympathetic Indifferent 

1 Victim 0 0 49 66 0 

4 
Shark (specific to 

incident) 
0 0 5 0 0 

5 Sharks (general) 5 0 0 0 16 

16 Shark culling 9 3 0 0 0 
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 A number of attitudes expressed toward select topics are noteworthy. First, 

commenters were evidently comfortable with expressing their attitude toward the victim of 

the shark incident. These attitudes were slightly more unsympathetic than sympathetic to the 

victim, and possible explanations for this are discussed in the following sections on values and 

understandings about policy.  

 The relative absence of citizen attitudes from the dataset is also worth reflecting upon. 

Considering the minimal discussion about a number of topics in general, it is not surprising 

that there were also few attitudes expressed about these topics. For many of the 

commenters, the incident seems to have prompted little talk of shark mitigation strategies, 

nor the authorities that might be responsible for implementing them. At least for this incident, 

members of the public saw little need to share their attitudes about shark management as a 

broader policy area, nor discuss it whatsoever.  

 A basic level of knowledge about citizen attitudes toward topics is fundamental for 

conducting confident policy decision making and communication about policy. Here, the 

absence of attitudes is important to note. Policy decision-makers might interpret the lack of 

discussion and attitudes toward shark mitigation strategies, or authorities in general, as a sign 

that the public sees little role for them in these specific circumstances. The following section 

details the values that were identified through the reactive investigation. In doing so, it 

continues to explore this interpretation introduced above, and looks at whether there is more 

evidence to support it.  

Values  

 Members of the public communicated minimal information about their values in 

reaction to the La Perouse shark incident. Only n = 59 value codes were applied across the 
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dataset, divided across four value sub-codes. This section outlines these sub-codes and 

discusses the topics that did prompt citizens to communicate their values using example 

comments.  

Analysis of the comments led to four value sub-codes being established under the 

broader citizen information category. Table 6.24 details these sub-codes and their definitions. 

Table 6.24 – Reactive value sub-codes and definitions 

Value sub-code Definition of sub-code 

Marine life as first policy 

consideration 

Comments that articulate a value in which marine life and safety should 

always be the first or most important consideration in the design or 

implementation of any strategy or policy. 

Coexistence between 

humans and marine life 

Comments that articulate a value in which the coexistence between 

humans and marine life should always be the first or most important 

consideration in the design or implementation of any strategy or policy. 

Personal responsibility Comments that articulate the valuing of personal responsibility when 

using the beach and ocean. These comments also highlight personal 

responsibility as an important factor in decision making about the 

current or possible use of shark management options. 

Authority responsibility Comments that articulate the valuing of government authorities taking 

responsibility, or being responsible, for the safety of beach and ocean 

users. These comments also highlight the need for authorities to ensure 

that something is done in response to incidents when they do happen. 

 

 Values were communicated by citizens as standalone expressions and alongside all 

attitudes, with the exception of the attitude of indifference. As the overall count of values in 

the dataset was minimal, however, so too were the number of values associated with specific 

attitudes. In fact, the greatest number of value sub-codes were applied in instances where no 

attitude had been expressed. The following section provides example comments from the 

dataset to illustrate the application of these sub-codes to reactive topics. The topics used are 

those that generated the most value codes—namely, the victim and beach/ocean use 
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(general). The following section also includes several figures to help illustrate the relationship 

between empirical data and value sub-codes. 

Victim of shark incident  

 More attitudes about the victim of the shark incident were unsympathetic (n = 66) 

than sympathetic (n = 49), though both groups communicated similar values in their 

discussions about the victim.  

Many of those that were sympathetic to the victim sought to reiterate their valuing of 

personal responsibility when using the ocean (Figure 6.25). Although these commenters felt 

sorry for the victim and wished her a speedy recovery, they ultimately believed that people 

using the ocean should be careful and educate themselves about safety:  

“Poor woman but she made the choice to go in the water and it didn’t go 

to plan…Humans need to take responsibility for their own actions” 

“I hope she recovers…There are sharks there people. Do not be shocked, just be 

aware”  

Figure 6.25 - Values associated with topic 'victim' 
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 Similarly, those unsympathetic to the victim also valued personal responsibility when 

using the ocean (Figure 6.25). Rather than feel sorry for the victim, these commenters 

suggested that she was at fault for not practicing personal safety: 

“Your fault, not the sharks” 

“Unfortunately the woman will survive, the shark was doing what they do enter 

at your own risk!!” 

 

Beach and ocean use (general) 

 The topic of beach and ocean use (general) was one of the most discussed in the 

dataset, although these discussions did not include any reference to attitudes. Some 

commenters did, however, communicate their values in relation to beach and ocean use.  

 As in discussions about the victim, commenters referred regularly to the valuing of 

personal responsibility when using the ocean. Comments made clear that they thought ocean 

use was ultimately made safe by the actions of individuals: 

“When you enter the home of the shark, ya gotta be mindful” 

“Be careful when you go swimming”  

“You go into their domain, you’re the one that takes the risk – it’s like a dog in a 

backyard – if you jump the fence your gonna get bitten!”  

  

Members of the public discussing the two topics outlined here clearly emphasise their 

valuing of personal responsibility. In fact, there were few examples of comments 

communicating alternative values, with no other sub-code being applied more than five times 

across all topics. This clear valuing of personal responsibility, both in relation to attitudes 

toward the victim, and beach and ocean use in general, provides useful information for policy 

decision-makers considering how to respond to such an incident.   
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 In the last section on citizen attitudes, data were interpreted suggesting that members 

of the public saw little or no role for shark mitigation strategies, nor authorities in general, in 

responding to this specific incident. This interpretation was based on the relative absence of 

discussion about topics related to specific shark mitigation strategies, shark management 

more broadly, or any of the authorities responsible for related policy- and decision-making. 

This interpretation of the reactive investigation data is bolstered by the emphasis citizens 

placed on the value of personal responsibility when using the ocean.  

 The next section details findings related to citizen understandings and 

misunderstandings of policy. In reporting these findings, the interpretation that has evolved 

through the preceding two sections on attitudes and value is further explored.  

Understandings of policy  

 Commenters reacting to the La Perouse shark incident provided extensive insight into 

their understandings about a range of topics. This information category was by far the most 

commonly coded across the dataset, with n = 506 applications of understanding codes. These 

understandings were diverse, and led to the development of 30 distinct sub-codes. 

Understandings were communicated with all the attitudinal sub-codes and as standalone 

statements or questions without clear reference to particular attitudes. With such a large 

number of sub-codes, not all can be detailed here, however a full list can be found in Appendix 

8 alongside definitions of each.  

 As with the proactive investigation, the intent in documenting these reactive 

understandings was not to evaluate their legitimacy. Rather, the purpose was to reflect as 

accurately as possible the various understandings commonly held and communicated by 

members of the public.  
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As there were 30 distinct understanding sub-codes, complete documentation of how 

and when they were used in reference to all topics is not feasible. As such, this section reports 

the four topics most commonly coded with understanding sub-codes: the victim, the incident 

beach, beach and ocean use (general), and sharks (general). This section uses figures to help 

illustrate the empirical data in forming these understanding sub-codes. 

Victim of shark incident  

 Discussion about the victim of the shark incident prompted many members of the 

public to express their understandings (n = 150). These understandings were divided between 

attitudes of sympathetic and unsympathetic, as well as understandings unattached to a 

particular attitude (Figure 6.26). As will be shown, the vast majority of these related to beliefs 

about safe ocean use.  

For those sympathetic to the victim, understandings were predominately related to 

how one should safely use the ocean. These commenters often held an understanding that 

Figure 6.26 - Understandings associated with topic 'victim' 
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swimming or using the ocean at dusk and dawn increased the likelihood of a shark incident, 

as sharks feed or hunt during these times (Figure 6.26):  

 “Don’t swim at dawn or evening/dusk…not a good time!! Hope she 

recovers quickly” 

“When the street lights are on time to get out. Hope she is okay anyways” 

“Hope you recover soon. And lesson learnt. Never swim when it’s dark…” 

  

These individuals evidently expressed sorrow for the victim, but still sought to draw 

attention to what they understand as common knowledge regarding safe ocean use.  

 Members of the public unsympathetic to the victim held the same understanding 

regarding the dangers of ocean use at dusk or dawn (Figure 6.26). These commenters usually 

expressed a sense of frustration with the victim, believing that this understanding was 

common knowledge and that disregarding it was akin to asking to be involved in a shark 

incident: 

 “Dumbass does swimming at dusk…everyone knows you don’t go swimming at 

either dawn or dusk this is feeding/hunting time. Grow a brain. 

“She asked for it! I would never swim at feeding time” 

“Late night swimming. Deserves to be taken” 

  

For those that communicated an understanding unattached to an attitude, this theme 

was continued. The most common understanding sub-code for this group of commenters was 

also related to the dangers of ocean use at dusk/dawn:  

“She went swimming at dusk. High risk period” 

“She was swimming at 7pm – that’s feeding time” 

“It was at 7pm, I think sharks hunt at that time” 
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These commenters also held another understanding related to safe ocean use, namely 

that swimming or using the ocean in deep waters (far from shore) increases the likelihood of 

a shark incident occurring (Figure 2.26): 

“She was 20m out!” 

“20m off shore…isn’t a good idea” 

 

What these examples highlight are widely held understandings about safe ocean use. 

Regardless of their attitudes toward the victim, members of the public strongly believe that 

dusk and dawn are dangerous times to be using the ocean, and that this ‘common knowledge’ 

should be applied.  

Incident beach 

Discussions about the incident beach generated substantial public sharing of 

understandings. In total n = 75 understanding sub-codes were applied to conversations about 

this topic, all of which were communicated as standalone statements unattached to any 

attitude. These sub-codes were diverse, ranging from understandings about the specific 

Figure 6.27 - Understandings associated with topic 'incident beach' 
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beach where the incident took place to general understandings about safe ocean use (Figure 

6.27).  

The most common sub-code related to the incident beach was an understanding that 

La Perouse and the surrounding region was a known shark location where sharks were often 

spotted or caught. As shown in Figure 6.27, these commenters referred to this understanding 

as common knowledge that anyone frequenting the area should be aware of: 

“Botany Bay has always had sharks, historically it’s known to not swim there, 

same as south of Maroubra” 

“Even someone from Camden knowns you can’t swim in Botany Bay due to 

sharks” 

“Heaps of bull sharks in the area. A great white was also spotted off Yarra Bay in 

the past 12 months. Bull shark was spotted in metre deep tracking a person 

walking their dog along the beach” 

  

However, this understanding was contentious with a small group. Some people 

claiming to be regulars at local beaches held an understanding that it was not, in fact, a known 

shark location and that shark sighting were rare: 

“First time in 25 years! Never heard of even a citing in those beaches” 

“We have been going to La Pa for over 16 years and never seen a shark before” 

“I lived in La Pa most of my life and have never heard of a shark attack in the 

area” 

  

Regarding the incident location, there were a number of commenters who indicated 

a lack of understanding or awareness about where the beach actually was, and what other 

beaches were close by (Figure 2.27). These comments were usually in the form of questions: 

“Little bay… that’s little Congwong? I have no idea” 
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“Is this near Coogee?” 

“Is this near little bay?” 

  

As with discussions about the victim, a number of commenters also shared understandings 

about safe ocean use when talking about the incident beach. These commenters similarly 

referred to the perceived dangers of using the ocean at dusk or dawn, but specifically in that 

area: 

“Pretty silly swimming down at Botany Bay during sunset!” 

“Every local knows there are always sharks present and not to swim at 

dawn/dusk”  

 

 

Beach and ocean use (general) 

 Public discussions about beach and ocean use in general generated the most 

understanding codes (n = 183) of any topic. Like the previous topics in this section, these 

understandings were predominately related to safe ocean use, with additional 

understandings about the types of beaches that offer the safest conditions. 

 By far the most common understanding held by these individuals was that using the 

ocean at dusk or dawn increased one’s likelihood of being involved in a shark incident, 

exemplified by:  

“Dusk and dawn is the sharks feeding time, shouldn’t go swimming at these 

times” 

“Everyone knows dusk n dawn are risky times to swim” 

“Swimming a dusk isn’t a good idea, that’s when sharks feed” 
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Like those discussing the victim, these commenters also held an understanding that 

using the ocean in deep water (far from shore) increased the likelihood of a shark incident. 

For these commenters, this understanding was not specific to any one beach, or to the case 

of the victim, but just rather general knowledge to be followed everywhere: 

“You should stop once the water touches your knees” 

“Better don’t go out that far in the water” 

  

Beyond understandings about safe ocean use, commenters discussing beach and 

ocean use in general also regularly referred to what they understood as ‘safer beaches’. These 

individuals held an understanding that beaches that have shark mesh nets installed are safer 

relative to beaches without them: 

“Don’t go to any beach if it’s not protected by shark nets” 

“Keep out of beaches that don’t have nets” 

“Better to go to beaches with shark nets”  

 

Sharks (general) 

 Discussions about sharks generated a number of understandings from those 

communicating without an attitude (n = 59). These sub-codes were predominately related to 

understandings about sharks and their behaviour.  

 The most common of these sub-codes was the understanding that because sharks live 

in the water, their presence should not be surprising nor newsworthy. These comments were 

usually sarcastic, expressing an ironic sense of disbelief that a shark had been found in the 

ocean of all places: 

“Newsflash: there are sharks in the ocean…Hold the front page” 



316 
 

“This isn’t news. Who cares? Sharks live in the oceans” 

“Shocked and concerned…that sharks live in the ocean??? Wow!” 

  

Closely related to this understanding was another common sub-code about sharks; 

that sharks’ natural habitat is the ocean, which humans enter voluntarily:  

 “At the end of the day everyone needs to remember the sharks aren’t in the 

wrong. We’re going into their house…the ocean is there house not ours” 

 “Sharks belong in the ocean the rest of you respect the shark” 

“It’s their home not ours!” 

  

Finally, those discussing sharks also widely held an understanding that sharks are a 

known risk for those entering the ocean: 

“It is a risk you take when you enter their waters” 

“Everyone takes their chances every time you go there” 

“Always the risk there”  

  

Consistent across all topics discussed above is a strong and widespread list of 

understandings concerning safe ocean use. In particular, members of the public hold an 

understanding, regardless of their attitudes, that using the ocean at dusk or dawn increases 

one’s likelihood of being involved in a shark incident. This understanding was so 

commonplace that many individuals indicated that ignoring it was tantamount to asking to 

be taken by a shark.  

These understandings around safe ocean use further support the developing 

interpretation of the reactive investigation—namely, that in the specific circumstances of this 

incident at La Perouse, the authorities or shark mitigation strategies play little role. Rather, 
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this incident is one ultimately governed and judged by the value of personal responsibility and 

adherence to common understandings about safe ocean use. Added to this are 

understandings about sharks in general, i.e., that they are a known risk for those entering the 

ocean.  

Findings have now been presented for three of the four categories of social evidence: 

citizen attitudes, values, and understandings about policy. The following section details 

findings for the final category—the lived realities of those impacted by policy decisions. 

Lived realities of citizens impacted by policy decisions  

Discussions in the reactive dataset were populated with citizens sharing their lived 

realities in response to the shark incident at La Perouse. These lived realities provide 

important insight into the way that members of the public communicate about, and are 

affected by, the incident and shark management more broadly.  

Spread across six distinct sub-codes, the reactive dataset contained a total of n = 291 

lived reality codes. These sub-codes referred to various changes in personal behaviour in 

response to the incident, feelings of personal vindication for following some of the widely 

held understandings detailed in the previous section, and references to use of the incident 

beach. The six sub-codes are there descriptions are provided in Table 6.25. 

Table 6.25 - Reactive lived reality sub-codes and descriptions 

Lived realities sub-codes Description of sub-codes 

Reference to use of the incident beach Comments in which individuals referred to their 

previous or current use of the incident beach. 

Personal behaviour change – Permanent  Comments in which individuals suggested that 

their behaviour, specifically how they used the 

ocean, would change permanently in light of the 

incident 

Personal behaviour change - Temporary Comments in which individuals suggested that 

their behaviour, specifically how they used the 
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ocean, would change temporarily in light of the 

incident 

Personal behaviour change – None Comments in which individuals suggested that 

their behaviour, specifically how they used the 

ocean, would not change in light of the incident 

Vindication for following presumed ‘safe’ ocean 

use understandings or for not using the ocean 

in general 

Comments in which individuals expressed a 

sense of personal vindication because of the 

incident regarding the understandings they held 

about safe ocean use 

Reference to increased use of incident beach 

due to less people after incident 

Comments where individuals suggested that 

their use of the incident beach would increase 

due to less people going there after the incident. 

  

 Lived realities were largely communicated as general expressions unattached to any 

attitude toward topics. Sub-codes were applied to a number of reactive topics, however only 

two topics generated over ten—i.e., the incident beach and beach/ocean use (general). These 

two topics will be used to illustrate the application of the sub-codes, with example comments 

provided throughout.  

 Incident beach 

 Discussions about the incident beach generated the majority of lived realities shared 

by members of the public (n = 237). These lived realities were shared exclusively as standalone 

comments, rather than attached to any attitude.  
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The most common lived reality for this topic was reference to previous or current use 

of the incident beach (Figure 6.28). This sub-code was widespread, and many comments 

contained interpersonal shares where someone had tagged a friend expressing their shock 

that an incident had taken place at their favourite or most frequented beach: 

“My god…our favourite Sydney beach!!!” 

“Far out that’s where we go” 

“My family goes there!” 

  

Many individuals indicated that because of the incident, their personal use or 

behaviour at this specific beach would be permanently changed (Figure 6.28). Some of these 

commenters even suggested that they would never again go to La Perouse: 

 “I’m never swimming their or Yarra ever again in my life!” 

“There goes another beach cut off the list!” 

“I am never swimming at that beach again…” 

Figure 6.28 - Lived realities associated with topic 'incident beach' 
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Other members of the public, however, suggested that while their use of the incident 

beach would change, the change would only be temporary. For these individuals, temporary 

behaviour change ranged from ‘a while’ to anywhere between a day and six months: 

“”I think we may need to stay away from this beach for a little” 

“Guess where we aren’t going for at least 6 months” 

“Let’s not go there tomorrow!” 

 

Beach and ocean use (general) 

 Beach and ocean use (general) was the topic that generated the next most sharing of 

lived realities. Like those discussing the incident beach, these commenters also suggested that 

their behaviour when using the ocean would permanently change. Additional to this was a 

commonly shared lived reality in which members of the public expressed a sense of 

vindication because of the incident regarding the understandings they held about safe ocean 

use, or for not using the ocean at all (Figure 6.29). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.29 - Lived realities associated with topic 'beach and ocean use' 
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For those communicating this sense of vindication, their comments often contained 

an element of ‘I told you so’. These individuals felt that the incident had confirmed their 

understandings about ocean use, and that it provided hard evidence for why they were 

justified in following these understandings: 

“This is why I only go knee high!” 

“This is exactly why I don’t go swimming at the beach” 

“Yeah that’s why I don’t swim at the beach that is their place not ours” 

“This is why I don’t go further than waist deep…” 

“See! This is why I don’t go swimming” 

There were also a number of individuals that suggested their personal behaviour when 

using the ocean would permanently change.  For these members of the public, this behaviour 

change was not limited only to the incident beach, but rather more generally: 

“Literally no more jet skiing for me” 

 “No more ocean for us!” 

“Stuff that never going beach again” 

 “No more spearfishing!” 

  

The topics detailed above illustrate some of the most common lived realities shared 

by commenters in the reactive dataset. Most notably, members of the public were clearly 

impacted by the incident, either by having been to that exact location, or because it prompted 

them to change the way they used the ocean.  

Policy decision-makers should take note of these findings, as they suggest that 

members of the public plan to permanently or temporarily change their ocean use behaviour. 
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This in turn might indicate where additional resources are best placed to deal with extra beach 

goers, or to communicate the current safety conditions of the incident beach.  

 The lived realities shared here also support the interpretation that has developed 

throughout this findings section. Repeated indications by citizens of personal behavioural 

change, coupled with the sense of vindication expressed by others, suggest that these 

individuals believe that incidents such as this can be avoided in the future through their own 

personal (responsible) behaviour and by following commonly held understandings about safe 

ocean use.  

Summary of reactive investigation findings  

Section 6.2.2.6 reported findings from the reactive investigation. The section was 

structured according to the four social evidence categories and aimed to gain insight into how 

citizens communicated their thinking about the La Perouse shark incident, and what they 

were communicating to, and about, authorities regarding shark management policy in the 

context of the incident. This summary section distils key findings of the reactive investigation 

to ensure that this aim has been accomplished. The summary culminates in an interpretation 

of the reactive investigation using the main points discussed below.  

What wasn’t discussed is as important as what was  

 Presented in the general findings section was Table 6.21 that detailed the amount of 

comments discussing each reactive topic. As indicated by the table, the most commonly 

discussed topics all related to the shark incident, including the victim, the incident beach, and 

beach and ocean use (in general). The least discussed topics predominately related to shark 

mitigation strategies, and the authorities charged with their funding and implementation.  
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 The relative absence of these latter topics in the dataset suggests that members of 

the public felt little need to discuss specific mitigation strategies in light of the La Perouse 

incident. Few members of the public called for the use of shark mesh nets, drones, or SMART 

drumlines, nor did they discuss what the Dept. of Primary Industries or the local or state 

government could do in response.  

Personal responsibility, personal responsibility, personal responsibility  

 The reactive investigation found little evidence of values being communicated by 

members of the public in reaction to the La Perouse shark incident. For those that did 

communicate their values, however, there was an overwhelming emphasis placed on the 

importance of personal responsibility when using the ocean.  

 Regardless of their attitude toward the victim, commenters were quick to advocate 

the value of personal responsibility to all ocean users. Many comments were formulaic in 

content, consisting of either a message of support for the victim or a personal jab at their 

perceived recklessness, followed by suggestion that anyone entering the ocean is responsible 

for their own safety and must remain aware.  

People hold strong understandings about how to safely use the ocean  

 Citizen understandings about topics were numerous and diverse, but most related to 

beliefs about safe ocean use. In particular, many members of the public held an 

understanding that swimming at dusk or dawn, or in deep water far from shore, increased 

the likelihood of a shark incident occurring. These understandings were thought to be so well 

known by some, that ignoring them made one deserving of being taken by a shark. 

 These understandings about safe ocean use were coupled with beliefs about sharks as 

a species. Many individuals understood sharks as a known risk for those entering the ocean, 



324 
 

which is the sharks’ natural habitat. These understandings were held across all attitudes, 

sympathetic or otherwise.  

The incident impacted the lives of many people and will change their behaviour  

 Many citizens shared their lived realities and how they were personally impacted by 

the La Perouse shark incident. For most, their sharing went only so far as to suggest they had 

previously used the incident beach, and that it had been one of their favourite places in 

Sydney. Others, however, indicated that the incident impacted them in more serious or long-

term ways—changing their ocean use permanently, at La Perouse specifically or across 

beaches more generally. Comments by these members of the public suggest that they think 

incidents such as this can be avoided in the future by changing their own behaviour, rather 

than make government authorities responsible for their protection.  

The findings from each of the categories of social evidence culminate in a common 

narrative about the La Perouse incident shared by many citizens. Members of the public 

ultimately value personal responsibility when using the ocean. This value is coupled with 

understandings about safe ocean use, which when broken are believed to increase the 

likelihood of a shark incident. These values and understandings are likely to have influenced 

the way citizens evaluated the La Perouse incident, and therefore the level of response they 

expected from authorities in charge of shark mitigation policy. Within the context of this 

specific incident, findings suggest that the public see little need to involve the authorities or 

shark mitigation strategies. Rather, this was a case of an individual who flouted widely shared 

understandings about safe beach use, and so did not practice personal responsibility.  
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6.2.3 Comparing the proactive and reactive investigations 

 The previous two sections have documented in detail the piloting of the Systematic 

Approach in pro- and reactive policy decision making contexts. Each of the investigations 

provided useful social evidence of citizen thinking unique to the context of the case study. A 

number of important findings from both investigations, however, must be compared and 

contrasted with their counterpart from the other case study to be fully appreciated. Section 

5.3.3 contrasts a number of findings from the pro- and reactive policy investigations. It begins 

by exploring the differences in how frequently certain topics were discussed, then reviews 

some of the main variations between the two investigations in the way that citizens 

communicated their values, understanding, and lived realities.  

Differences in the types of topics discussed in the proactive and reactive 

investigations 

 The frequency which with topics were discussed in the two investigations differed 

substantially. This difference is partly explained by the respective focus of each investigation 

(i.e., inquiry scope); however, contrasting also enables the research to discern how well the 

Systematic Approach works to provide useful social evidence in different policy decision-

making contexts (proactive and reactive). 

   The most widely discussed topics in the proactive investigation were shark mesh 

nets, drones, sharks (general), shark management (broad), and SMART drumlines (Section 

5.5.1.6 General findings). Four of these topics relate directly to currently used or proposed 

shark mitigation strategies. Considering the aim of the proactive investigation, the prevalence 

of these topics in the dataset indicates that social and online media can provide researchers 

with valuable insight into citizen discussions about topics of policy importance.  
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 The most widely discussed topics in the reactive investigation were the victim, the 

incident beach, and beach and ocean use (general) (Section 5.5.2.6 General findings). Some 

of the least discussed topics were shark management (broad), drones, shark mesh nets, 

SMART drumlines, and government authorities—in direct contrast with the proactive 

investigation. For the reactive dataset, little discussion centred on shark mitigation strategies. 

Rather, the overwhelming majority of discussion focused on elements of the specific shark 

incident.  

 Given that both pilot studies focused on the same broad policy space of shark 

management in NSW, generalised statements about the utility of the Systematic Approach 

for accessing and understanding citizen thinking in other policy contexts cannot be made 

confidently.  

The distribution of topic discussions across the two investigations, however, suggests 

that in this policy context, social and online media data can provide important information 

about citizen thinking on a range of topics relevant to proactive decision-making. In the 

reactive case, however, the topic information provided appears less useful for reactive 

decision making concerning the use of particular strategies or possible actions by 

government. Rather, the topics discussed in this reactive dataset related more closely to 

citizen thinking about that particular incident, with little reflection on broader implications 

for policy. In this case, the findings may still help authorities to understand how the local 

community react to and deal with an incident that impact them. In other reactive policy 

research situations, however, social media commentary may be highly relevant to policy 

development, and findings from this specific reactive case study should not be generalised.    

Citizen values were largely stable across the investigations  
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 Members of the public communicated a number of values that guide their thinking in 

both datasets, albeit less frequently in the reactive investigation. Similar values were found 

in both investigations, yet the ways that they were shared differed. The only major difference 

between the investigations was the absence of financial and opportunity cost values from the 

reactive dataset, which suggest different communication needs and the need to not make 

rash policy decisions in the heat of a crisis. 

 Understanding the values that citizens hold, and how they are communicated, aids 

decision makers in creating and implementing policies that more accurately reflect their 

constituents. For communication purposes, understanding citizens’ values also enables 

authorities to tailor their messaging in ways that more effectively explain the rationale and 

principles guiding their decision-making, using terms and concepts familiar to the public.   

 Certain values were identified as commonly held across both investigations. In the 

reactive investigation, a number of commenters expressed values of personal responsibility 

around beach and ocean use and the victim of the incident. In the proactive investigation, 

many commenters communicated the same value in discussions about shark mitigation 

strategies. That personal responsibility was identified as common to both investigations 

indicates that members of the public, irrespective of context, believe that using the ocean is 

ultimately made safe by the actions of individuals rather than authorities. Ocean users should 

be alert to the dangers of using the ocean and not assume they are protected by authorities.  

 In the proactive investigation, specifically, members of the public more frequently 

expressed values around marine life as a top policy consideration compared with financial 

cost. This suggests that, for many, the cost of a chosen mitigation strategy is a secondary 

consideration to its perceived impact on marine life. Authorities might consider the 
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introduction of a slightly more expensive mitigation strategy if that strategy is proven to have 

fewer adverse impacts on marine life.   

 The common valuing of personal responsibility and marine life found in both 

investigations is consistent with findings from other research reporting public attitudes and 

thinking about shark mitigation strategies (Gibbs & Warren, 2015; Simmons & Mehmet, 

2018). In this way, the findings of the Systematic Approach were consistent with studies using 

alternative research methods, validating its ability to identify values that help policymakers 

understand stakeholders in ways that help them to anticipate reactions to policy.  

Understandings are numerous, diverse, and strongly held  

Both investigations identified diverse understandings, which were often held so 

strongly that violating them was seen as irresponsible, reckless, and in some instances worthy 

of punishment. While this study was not equipped to measure or claim causality, there were 

a number of instances of association between understandings and attitudes, where 

commonly held understandings could justifiably give members of the public reason to be 

unsupportive or oppositional to policy options (e.g., the understanding that shark mesh nets 

unnecessarily or cruelly harm non-target marine life informing a negative attitude toward to 

their use). Similarly, many of the understandings communicated by citizens in the reactive 

investigation can reasonably be interpreted as a basis from which unsympathetic attitudes 

toward the victim are expressed (e.g., the understanding that people swim at their own risk 

and that swimming at dusk/dawn increases your chances of encountering a shark informing 

an unsympathetic attitude). Authorities proactively looking to change a policy, or reacting to 

an incident, should be cognisant of these understandings, regardless of their factuality, as 

they represent the beliefs of some of the public. 
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The proactive investigation found two strong associations between understandings 

and attitudes. Firstly, members of the public who held an understanding that the natural 

habitat of sharks is the ocean, and that they have no choice but to be there, often expressed 

negative attitudes to invasive in-water mitigation strategies such as shark mesh nets and 

SMART drumlines. This suggests that for many citizens, invasive mitigation strategies that 

impact sharks are considered unfair, likened by some to a ‘home invasion’. Large numbers of 

commenters were also negative to shark mesh nets and SMART drumlines, holding 

understandings that shark nets kill and harm marine life indiscriminately, and that SMART 

drumlines are unnecessarily cruel and harmful to sharks and other non-target species. This 

further supports an association between understandings about the adverse impacts of 

mitigation strategies on marine life and negative attitudes toward such strategies.  

The reactive investigation also found one particularly strong association between an 

understanding and attitudes. Members of the public who held an understanding that 

swimming at dusk or dawn increased the likelihood of a shark incident, of which there were 

many, regularly expressed unsympathetic attitudes toward the victim of the incident. This 

suggests to authorities that in certain circumstances the public will feel more or less 

sympathetic to a victim of a shark incident depending on the context in which the incident 

occurred. This is likely to have flow-on effects regarding the level and form of action the public 

deems necessary.  

Lived realities are more common when citizens can  connect with a story  

Policy decision-makers and communicators value hearing the lived realities of citizens 

impacted by their decisions. As decisions can often be made by authorities who are 

geographically or socially distant from the communities that they affect, lived realities provide 

important insight into the unseen or unexpected impacts of policy in the words of citizens 
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themselves. Of all the categories of citizen information, lived realities differed the most 

significantly between pro- and reactive investigations. A possible explanation for this is 

explored below.  

Lived realities were shared only sparsely in the proactive investigation. For those that 

did communicate them, they often related to regular use of the ocean. These lived realities 

served as discursive tools through which members of the public sought to qualify their 

expertise and thereby legitimise their seat at the proverbial decision-making table. For policy 

decision-makers looking to access and understand the lived realities of citizens in a proactive 

research context, the Systematic Approach did not produce data of sufficient depth to 

develop a robust appreciation for unseen or unexpected impacts. This reduces the proactive 

dataset’s utility for policy-makers needing insight into lived experiences.  

In contrast, citizen sharing of lived realities was common in the reactive investigation. 

Many commenters spoke of their use of the incident beach, with others suggesting that the 

incident would cause personal behavioural change. For policy decision-makers, these lived 

realities provide insight into how an incident has impacted citizens in their own words. These 

insights can help inform the allocation of resources post-incident as well as communication 

from authorities to local populations.  

Comparison of lived realities between the investigations suggests that certain 

circumstances are more conducive to members of the public sharing their personal 

experiences than others. Much of the data in the proactive investigation came from online 

discussions prompted by news media articles on government policies, announcements, and 

recent research—often without direct reference to specific geographic locations or 

communities. These prompts may be too abstract and removed from the everyday lives of 

some citizens for them to feel motivated to share personal stories or impacts on their lives. 
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Data from the reactive investigation, however, was predominately generated by news media 

articles about a specific location and individual. The geo-specific nature of the reactive dataset 

may have a humanising effect on online discussion, thereby prompting increased sharing of 

personal stories and reflections.  

6.3 Reflections on the Systematic Approach  

 The previous two sections have presented findings specifically about the pro- and 

reactive investigations used to pilot the Systematic Approach. This section focuses on what 

was learnt about the broader use of the Systematic Approach from the pilot studies. Two such 

higher-order findings are reported in Section 6.3.  

 The first section discusses the utility of the data sources used in the pilot studies, 

including the importance of following a comprehensive searching and scouting process, and 

reflections on the changing demographics of social and online media platforms. This is 

followed by reporting on the amount of time taken to conduct the pilots and what this might 

suggest for future applications of the Systematic Approach.  

6.3.1 Utility of data sources used in the Systematic Approach  

For the Systematic Approach to successfully produce useful policy information (social 

evidence), it must collect a sufficient amount of diverse and rich citizen commentary. This 

requires a robust searching and scouting process in which the researcher locates 

conversations relevant to the policy area online. This process will differ for each policy area 

and investigation, with different social and online media platforms being more or less 

appropriate for various policy topics. The social and online media platforms used in the pro- 

and reactive investigations detailed above generated mixed results.  
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Both pro- and reactive investigations initially searched Google News, Facebook, and 

YouTube. Google News was a relatively valuable source of citizen thinking in the proactive 

investigation, contributing n = 143 comments. In the reactive investigation, however, Google 

News contributed minimally to the overall dataset (n = 18 comments). YouTube contributed 

only minimally to the proactive investigation, and not at all for reactive one. Facebook was by 

far the most data-rich platform for both investigations.  

Identifying and justifying the data sources for both investigations was the second most 

time consuming stage of the Systematic Approach after data analysis. While the majority of 

this time was taken by searching and selecting Facebook pages, significant time was also 

invested in Google News and YouTube. At least in the policy area of shark management in 

NSW, this indicates that resources are better spent concentrating predominately on Facebook 

as a data source. This is particularly important for researchers working with additional time 

constraints like those often faced in reactive decision-making situations. The fact that Google 

News and YouTube did not contribute much data is a limitation of these pilots. It is advised 

that in future applications of the Systematic Approach, additional social and online media 

platforms are introduced.  

As detailed in Chapter 5.2.3, what platforms are considered most relevant for any 

investigation will ultimately be determined by the context of the policy area. This points to an 

important consideration for future application of the Systematic Approach—i.e., the need to 

reflect on any changes to the user numbers and demographics of specific platforms across 

time.  

Although Facebook still dominates global social media use (Aboulhosn, 2020), there 

are reports of increasing mass exoduses from the platform (Kosoff, 2018; Rosoff, 2018), and 
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repeated calls for companies and users to boycott the company over perceived privacy 

violations (Hsu, 2018) and a lacklustre approach to combating extremism and hate speech on 

the platform (Dwoskin & Telford, 2020; Hern, 2020). This demographic shift is coupled with 

the rapid uptake of new and emerging platforms such as TikTok, with 500 million monthly 

users (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2020), now the most downloaded social media app in the 

world and the only app in the top five most downloaded not owned by Facebook (Bellan, 

2020).  

This also reinforces the necessity of following a comprehensive process for identifying 

and justifying data sources that accounts for the way different demographic groups populate 

online spaces. Facebook, for example, has recently been called ‘social media’s retirement 

home’ (McCarthy, 2019) and has a rapidly ageing user population (Kozlowska, 2019). In 

comparison, TikTok and YouTube have much younger average user populations, with 69 per 

cent of TikTok users between the ages of 13-25 years old (Sehl, 2020), and YouTube being the 

most popular platform for 72 per cent of Generation Alpha Australians (those born between 

2010 to 2025) (Roy Morgan, 2020). With each new application of the Systematic Approach, 

researchers must be attuned to different demographic groups and their relevance to specific 

policy areas. 

6.3.2 Time and labour resources required for the Systematic Approach  

Piloting the Systematic Approach for the pro- and reactive investigations took a 

significant amount of time. Weeks were spent searching multiple online platforms, extracting 

data, and cleaning and analysing thousands of comments. Additionally, these pilots were 

conducted by a researcher with relative familiarity with the platforms used, practical 

sensitivity to the broader policy area being explored, and experience interpreting social and 

online media data.  
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The time required to conduct such detailed pilots is a privilege afforded by the nature 

of PhD studies. This privilege, however, may not be available to potential users of the 

Systematic Approach such as policy-makers and communicators. Reflecting on the time and 

resource requirements for this study may allow future users to make more informed choices 

regarding their own application of the approach. It might also enable them to decide where 

they can implement time-saving techniques within stages of the approach that suit their 

requirements.   

The proactive investigation was a lengthier process compared to the reactive. This was 

due to the increased amount of available data and larger initial dataset size, which took longer 

to clean and analyse. Moreover, the proactive dataset included a larger topic list, and by 

nature of its aim was focused on obtaining social evidence about multiple topics. Given the 

assumed context in which proactive policy research would take place, the time required to 

conduct the Systematic Approach does not present any foreseeable impediments. It would 

also be expected that repeated practice would speed up the time taken for most stages, the 

proactive case was the very first instance of the use of the Systematic Approach. 

The reactive investigation also required a substantial time commitment, albeit less 

than for proactive. In regard to time requirements, the reactive investigation benefited from 

a more singularly-focused investigation aim (resulting in fewer topics), and the slightly more 

centralised nature of the data sources used due to the smaller inquiry scope and geographic 

area being explored. Nevertheless, the reactive investigation still took over two weeks from 

initial searching through to writing up the findings. This timeframe makes the Systematic 

Approach unfeasible as a crisis communications tool or method to help authorities respond 

immediately to an incident or event. Rather, the approach seems better suited to more 
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considered, short-medium term decision-making and communication once the ‘dust has 

settled’ after an event. Additionally, it might be more useful for authorities attempting to 

understand longer-term trends in how communities respond to incidents in certain contexts.  

There are a number of avenues available to authorities seeking to reduce the time 

taken to conduct the Systematic Approach. First, they should ensure that their inquiry scope 

and research aim are specific and directed before initiating the more time-consuming source 

identification process. This will reduce the possibility that less relevant or rich data sources 

will be searched. Secondly, users of the system can adopt a less rigorous searching and 

scouting process in order to save time. This could involve the prior development of selection 

criteria, sampling, and the limiting of searching to specific platforms and online news media 

outlets.  

6.4 Summary and Conclusion 

 The objective of Study 2 was to review, develop, and pilot an approach for the 

systematic collection and qualitative analysis of online citizen commentary for use in policy 

decision making and communication. This final section summarises Chapter 6, the main 

findings from Study 2 Part B, and introduces the third and final study of the dissertation.  

 Chapter 6 detailed the piloting of the Systematic Approach using two policy cases – 

one proactive and one reactive. These pilots were purposefully chosen so as to simulate as 

close as possible the conditions under which someone might employ the Systematic Approach 

to obtain social evidence of citizen thinking. In this way, the pilot studies directly address the 

objective of Study 3—the design of a plausible approach to systematically collect and 

qualitatively analyse online citizen commentary.  
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 The proactive investigation (Section 6.2.1.6) provides detailed insight into most of the 

four categories of social evidence. Important insights were produced regarding attitudes to 

various shark management policy topics, values used by citizens when communicating their 

thinking, and numerous understandings and misunderstandings about policy topics. What 

were not revealed to the same degree, however, were the lived realities of citizens impacted 

by policy decisions around shark mitigation strategies.  

 The reactive investigation (Section 6.2.2.6) generated substantial insight into 

important dimensions of citizen thinking. Analysis of citizen commentary in response to the 

La Perouse shark incident provided a wealth of social evidence regarding the values and 

understandings that citizens used in the construction of their attitudes toward the incident 

and victim. In this investigation, the Systematic Approach produced actionable information 

that could aid decision-makers after a similar incident, including the types of understandings 

that citizens hold and how these impact their expectations of government response.  

 Prima facie, both case studies used to operationalise the Systematic Approach 

generated rich and descriptive accounts of citizen thinking useful for policy-making. To 

evaluate the utility of the findings, and the Systematic Approach that produced them, 

however, requires re-engaging with the policy-makers that first informed the development of 

the social evidence categories in Study 1.   

 As outlined in Chapter 3 (methodology), the following study presented in Chapter 7 

completes the doctoral project’s sequential research design. Study 1 identified and 

categorised the types of social evidence required by policy-makers for confident decision 

making. The previous chapter presented the mapping study and design of a system for 

gathering these information needs from online citizen commentary. This chapter then 
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operationalised the system using two real cases of policy interest. Next, Chapter 7 reports a 

study which sought to evaluate the utility of the Systematic Approach and its findings, by 

listening to the thoughts of public policy and communication experts regarding the use and 

utility of the Systematic Approach, as documented with these two cases in Chapter 6. 
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Chapter Seven: Study Three – Evaluating the Systematic Approach 

with policy decision-makers 
 

7.1 Introduction  

 The central aim of this thesis is to contribute to policy decision-makers’ abilities to 

access and understand online citizen commentary about issues of policy importance. As 

shown in Figure 7.1, this third and final study can be thought of as ‘closing the loop’ back to 

the policy decision-makers who contributed in Study 1 and who ultimately informed the 

Systematic Approach’s development and piloting in Study 2.  

 The objective of Study 3 was to move beyond the review, development, and piloting 

of the previous study, to evaluate the usefulness of the Systematic Approach and its findings 

for policy decision-making and communication. This study set out to gauge whether the 

Interviews with 
policy decision 

makers to identify 
needs

Review of current 
literature to identify 

best practice and 
areas for 

improvement

Develop Systematic 
Approach with 

multiple influences

Piloting, recording, 
and reflecting on 

Systematic 
Approach with real 

policy cases

Closing the loop 
back to polciy 

decision makers to 
evaluate usefulness 

of Systematic 
Approach

Figure 7.1 - Study 3 position within research design 
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Systematic Approach developed in Studies 1 and 2 was achieving what it was designed to 

achieve—i.e., to use online citizen commentary to benefit policy-making.  

To achieve this objective, Study 3 designed an online evaluative discussion group to 

capture the thinking of seven expert policy-makers and communicators about the Systematic 

Approach. The online discussion group included professionally produced purpose-designed 

videos and asynchronous, focus group-style moderation. 

Findings reported from the online evaluative discussion group suggest that the 

Systematic Approach is positively regarded for its ability to capture concise and nuanced 

insight into citizen thinking and its ability to gather insight that is difficult to obtain through 

traditional methods of citizen engagement (e.g., focus groups and town hall meetings). There 

was also general agreement that the Systematic Approach was highly compatible with 

existing processes used in government for policy decision-making. Participants suggested that 

the system be improved by more clearly defining the categories of social evidence and more 

accurately demarcating their relationships to one another. . Furthermore, participants 

suggested  the credibility of the findings could be improved with the provision of additional 

information about data sources.  

Chapter 7 begins by outlining the objective of this final study—namely, evaluating the 

usefulness of the Systematic Approach and its findings developed in Study 2 for use in policy 

decision-making and communication. Section 7.2 details the process of evaluation, including 

the development of a hybrid evaluation framework. This hybrid framework contributes to the 

field of social media research evaluation, building upon existing approaches (Loukis et al., 

2017; NSW Dept. of Premier and Cabinet, 2016).  
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 Section 7.3 explains the sampling approach used for Study 3, including the recruitment 

process and eventual study sample.  

 Section 7.4 presents the use of the interactive online evaluative discussion group. This 

section outlines why this approach was the most appropriate given the study’s objectives, 

characteristics of the desired sample, and physical restrictions due to COVID 19 during the 

research period. Section 7.4.3 provides important information about a number of 

presentation materials that were used as part of the online discussion group to help explain 

the development and piloting of the Systematic Approach to participants.  

 Section 7.5 outlines the framework used to extract insight from the online discussion 

group. Section 7.6 reports study findings, including participant evaluations on the usefulness 

of the findings and the Systematic Approach itself.  

 Section 7.7 discusses the findings of the study, outlining the implications of these 

findings on future use and development of the Systematic Approach. This section 

characterises the type of policy topic that will be well suited to a Systematic Approach to 

collecting and analysing online citizen commentary.  

7.2 Study objective: evaluating the usefulness of the Systematic Approach and its 

findings 

 The main objective of Study 3 was to evaluate the usefulness of the Systematic 

Approach and findings reported in Chapter 5 for use in policy decision-making and 

communication about policy. This objective required the development of an evaluative 

framework capable of documenting the thinking of policy decision-makers. To achieve this, 

the researcher reviewed and adapted from existing literature, documenting approaches used 

in social media research for policy and in evaluating policy support tools.   
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 Section 7.2.1 reviews the process and core features of evaluation. Section 7.2.2 

introduces the main bodies of literature used to design the evaluation framework used in this 

study: (Patton, 2014), the NSW Government Program Evaluation Guidelines (NSW Dept. of 

Premier and Cabinet, 2016), and Loukis et al.’s (2017) ‘Multi-perspective evaluation 

framework’. Section 7.2.3 presents the evaluation framework adopted in this study. 

7.2.1 The practice of evaluation   

Evaluative approaches are numerous, and research on evaluation constitutes its own 

substantial body of literature and research practice (Patton, 2014). It is not the intention, nor 

within the scope of this section, to offer a full review of evaluative methods. It is necessary, 

however, to explain the robustness of the evaluative framework designed to meet the 

objectives of this study, by exploring essential features and components.    

At its core, an evaluation is an attempt to study and document “how a program works 

and what results it gets to render a judgement about its effectiveness” (Patton, 2014, p. 6). 

Deciding what approach one uses to evaluate, however, requires close consideration of who 

or what is being evaluated, for whom the evaluation is being conducted, reporting 

requirements, and the intended use of any findings. Similarly, the NSW Government Program 

Evaluation Toolkit says, “the purpose of a program evaluation will inform (and be informed 

by) the audience needs, reporting requirements and intended users and uses” (2018, Section 

2). Addressing these considerations guides the researcher toward evaluative approaches 

appropriate for their purposes.  

 Althaus et al. (2018) provide a useful foundation from which to develop an evaluative 

framework—namely, the need to clearly identify what is being evaluated. Writing in the 

context of policy evaluations, they suggest that evaluations, regardless of the approach used, 
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“must specify the object under study, present the evidence, explore alternative explanations 

for the findings and justify the particular recommendations presented” (Althaus et al., 2018, 

p. 212). The authors further note that the evaluation of policy advice specifically “is 

surprising[ly] recent, and not yet systematic” (p. 202). The recency of evaluating policy advice 

coupled with the absence of systematic approaches means that evaluators must accept a 

certain level of ambiguity as “many social and political variables cannot be measured” (2018, 

p. 202). Loukis et al. (2017) agree with this assessment, observing that, “there is a lack of 

frameworks for the multi-dimensional evaluation of [social media monitoring] platforms, 

practices and approaches, which would allow assessing various aspects of them, identifying 

their strengths as well as their weaknesses” (p. 101) 

7.2.2 Approaches to practical and theoretical evaluation   

 Considering the lack of appropriate evaluative frameworks, this study developed its 

own approach by modifying and hybridising Loukis et al.’s (2017) ‘multi-perspective 

evaluative framework’ with the NSW Government Program Evaluation Guidelines (2016). 

These resources provided useful guiding concepts that together generated a robust 

evaluative framework capable of capturing the thinking of policy decision-makers regarding 

the usefulness of the Systematic Approach and its findings. As a result of their use, the 

evaluative framework was suited to NSW Government policy-makers and was theoretically 

sound within the context of peer-reviewed academic literature. 

NSW Government Program Evaluation Guidelines  

 There are a number of advantages to incorporating elements of the NSW Government 

Program Evaluation Guidelines (2016) into the design of the evaluation. First, the Systematic 

Approach being evaluated was developed with significant input from members of the NSW 

Government through interviews in Study 1, benefiting from their institutional knowledge. 
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Further, NSW Government employees are the likely beneficiaries and most probable users of 

the system. By understanding how and why the NSW Government evaluate policy programs 

internally, this study is better equipped to identify how, and in what contexts, the Systematic 

Approach may be more and less useful for policy decision-makers. 

Advice on evaluative approaches from the NSW Government (2016) centres on the 

practice of program evaluations of policy. Patton (2014) provides a description of program 

evaluations, 

 “The systematic collection of information about activities, characteristics, and 

outcomes of programs to make judgements about the program, improve program 

effectiveness, and/or inform decisions about future programming” (p. 18) 

  

This study does not intend to evaluate a program. Features of program evaluation, 

however, have been adopted and inform the design of this study’s framework. Patton’s (2014) 

definition can be adapted by replacing ‘program’ with ‘Systematic Approach’ – focusing 

instead on the collection of information about the activities, characteristics and outcomes 

(findings) of the Systematic Approach to make judgements about it, improve its effectiveness, 

and inform decisions about its future use.  

 The NSW Government Program Evaluation Guidelines (2016) (hereafter NSW Program 

Evaluation Guidelines) provide additional concepts that are useful for the evaluative 

framework. Specifically, it suggests that three key ‘evaluative’ categories, or key evaluation 

questions (KEQ), be used when evaluating a program: appropriateness, effectiveness, and 

efficiency. Although constructed for the purposes of program evaluation, these three 

categories provide useful reminders for developing a framework. These KEQ are not intended 

to be used as direct questions in a focus group or questionnaire per se, but rather act as 
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‘higher-level’ topics an evaluation is designed to address. Complete definitions of these three 

concepts can be found in the glossary of the NSW Program Evaluation Guidelines (2016). 

Table 7.1 provides sample questions that exemplify the evaluation of these three categories, 

and has replaced mention of ‘program’ with ‘Systematic Approach’. 

Table 7.1 - NSW Government Program evaluation categories 

Effectiveness  To what extent is the [Systematic Approach] achieving the intended 

outcomes, in the short, medium and long term? 

 To what extent is the [Systematic Approach] producing worthwhile 

results (outputs, outcomes) and/or meeting each of its objectives? 

Appropriateness  To what extent does the [Systematic Approach] address an identified 
need? 

 How well does the [Systematic Approach] align with government and 
agency priorities? 

 Does the [Systematic Approach] represent a legitimate role for 
government? 

Efficiency  Do the outcomes of the [Systematic Approach] represent value for 
money? 

 To what extent is the relationship between inputs and outputs timely, 
cost-effective and to the expected standards? 

 

As shown in Table 7.1, the category of appropriateness centres on evaluating whether 

a program (or Systematic Approach): addresses identified needs, aligns with government 

priorities, and/or represents a legitimate role for government. As suggested previously, the 

original design of the Systematic Approach was heavily influenced by the institutional 

knowledge and information needs of policy-makers and communicators through interviews 

in Study 1 (Chapter 4). As such, most of the criteria with which appropriateness is evaluated 

have been sufficiently dealt with via the design of the Systematic Approach, which centres on 

the collection of categories of social evidence (identified need). Study 1 indicated that the 

Systematic Approach aligns with government priorities and represents a legitimate role for 

them.   
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The appropriateness of the Systematic Approach under development was addressed 

in large part through its design, leaving the evaluative categories of effectiveness and 

efficiency for consideration. The NSW Program Evaluation Guidelines (2016) advise that “it is 

never feasible or appropriate to try and evaluate every aspect of a program” (Section 2), and 

that all evaluations require boundaries in their scope and a focus on key issues. Although an 

important consideration, evaluation of the efficiency (i.e., inputs relative to outputs) was 

determined outside the scope of this PhD. This evaluative study therefore focuses on the 

effectiveness dimension of the NSW Program Evaluation Guidelines (2016). The rationale for 

this focus stems from the original objective of evaluating the usefulness of the Systematic 

Approach and its findings for policy-making and communication. This aligns with the 

effectiveness category’s focus on the extent to which a system achieves intended outcomes, 

provides worthwhile results (outputs/findings), and meets its objectives (providing social 

evidence useful for policy-making and communication).    

The evaluative framework for this study incorporates the following insights from the 

NSW Program Evaluation Guidelines (2016): 

1. The purpose of this evaluation is to collect information about the activities, 

characteristics, and outcomes (findings) of the Systematic Approach to make 

judgements about it, improve its effectiveness, and inform decisions about its future 

use and design. 

2. The Systematic Approach will be evaluated on its effectiveness using questions 

worded similarly to those in Table 7.1.  

The two insights gleaned from the NSW Program Evaluation Guidelines (2016) provide 

some of the necessary dimensions for the development of the evaluative framework. To 
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sufficiently address the study’s objective, however, the framework must also incorporate 

evaluative dimensions from theoretically informed scholarship. For this latter purpose, the 

framework draws on the work of Loukis et al. (2017).  

Loukis et al. (2017) ‘Multi-perspective evaluative framework’  

Loukis and his co-researchers at the University of Aegean have spent considerable 

time developing and piloting highly sophisticated quantitative/automated methods for social 

media monitoring (see Chapter 2.2.3). Loukis et al. (2017) sought to evaluate one of their 

methods with policy-makers using “sound theoretical foundations from the political and 

management sciences” (p. 99), by developing what they term a “multi-perspective evaluation 

framework”. Elements of this framework, including the theoretical foundations used to justify 

its components, offer useful dimensions for the purposes of the current evaluative study. 

Moreover, identifying dimensions that Loukis et al. (2017) omitted from their framework 

suggests how this study’s framework contributes to and builds upon existing literature.  

Having conducted several pilots of their social media monitoring (SMM) approach, 

Loukis et al. (2017) identified a “lack of multi-dimensional frameworks for evaluating the use 

of SMM by government agencies” (p. 101). To address this gap, they draw from three 

evaluative perspectives: political, crowd-sourcing, and diffusion. Table 7.2 summarises each 

perspective and its importance as an evaluative dimension. 

Table 7.2 - Loukis et al. (2017) Multi-perspective evaluative framework 

Evaluative 

Perspective 

Description Importance of Perspective 

Political  Based on wicked social problems theory 
(Rittel & Weber, 1973) 

 Recognises the difficulty of collecting and 
understanding the views, perceived issues, 
concerns and expectations of 

 Any information collection system 
(e.g., the Systematic Approach) 
needs to be assessed on how useful 
it is for “collecting knowledge on 
the questions/issues, 
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heterogeneous stakeholder groups (Loukis 
et al., 2017) 

 Research suggests that government can be 
supported in this challenge through the use 
of ‘appropriate information systems’ (Loukis 
et al., 2017) 

solutions/ideas and 
positive/negative arguments 
perceived by various problem 
stakeholder groups” (Loukis et al., 
2017, p. 102) 

 

Crowd-

sourcing 

 Crowd-sourcing ideas from the public 
comes with inherent risks and challenges, 
and the outcomes of crowd-sourcing 
projects (usefulness and quality of data) can 
be uncertain (Loukis et al., 2017) 

 Risks and challenges of crowd-sourcing data 
include:  

 Sufficient data 

 Representativeness of the crowd 

 Bias and manipulation 

 For an information system to be 
useful, it must be evaluated on how 
well it addresses the ‘critical success 
factors’ of crowd-sourcing (i.e., 
sufficient data, representativeness, 
data bias and manipulation)  

Diffusion  Based on the diffusion of innovation theory 
(Rogers, 2003) 

 Recognises that information systems are 
more likely to be adopted if they exhibit: 

 Relative advantage to existing 
methods 

 Compatibility with existing values 
and processes 

 Ease of use and 
understandableness (complexity)  

 Trialability on a small scale 

 Observability of outputs  

 Any designed information collection 
system needs to be assessed on 
how easily it can be adopted in 
policy formation practices and 
processes by evaluating its: 

 Relative advantage 

 Compatibility 

 Complexity 

 Trialability 

 Observability  

  

 The framework developed by Loukis et al. (2017) is useful for developing a robust, 

theoretically-informed evaluative framework capable of addressing the objectives of this 

study. Moreover, the ‘perspectives’ identified in Loukis et al.’s (2017) framework can be used 

to evaluate the Systematic Approach and its findings: 

 The political perspective can be used to evaluate the ‘effectiveness’ of the Systematic 

Approach – specifically, the extent to which ‘worthwhile’ results have been produced; and  

 The diffusion perspective can be used to evaluate whether the Systematic Approach has 

produced its intended outcome – i.e., whether it is a useful system for accessing and 

understanding social evidence through online citizen commentary. This is achieved by 
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assessing dimensions such as relative advantage to existing methods and compatibility 

with existing organisational values and processes. 

 

Building on the Loukis et al. (2017) framework: Two enhancements  

To adequately report the usefulness of this project’s novel Systematic Approach, it 

was necessary to enhance Loukis et al.’s (2017) framework in two ways. The Systematic 

Approach was designed with direct input from policy-makers about their information needs, 

so it was important to show how it met their specified requirements in capturing social 

evidence categories. This was achieved by building on Loukis et al.’s (2017) political 

perspective. Additional questions directly addressed both the extent of capture of the four 

social evidence categories, and their usefulness for policy-making and communication (see 

Section 7.6.1).  

 Loukis et al.’s (2017) framework was also modified to enhance its ability to evaluate 

the kinds of policy problems or decision-making circumstances that the Systematic Approach 

is best suited for. Loukis et al. (2017) describe a lack of research identifying the kinds of policy 

problems that social media monitoring systems are most appropriate for, and admit that their 

framework does not address this need (p. 101). Beyond the lack of research in this area, the 

need to evaluate this dimension in this study is further reinforced by the distinction between 

proactive and reactive decision-making identified in Study 1 and operationalised through the 

policy cases of Study 2. To address this need, questions were added to the diffusion 

perspective that aimed to identify the characteristics of policy problems best suited to use of 

the Systematic Approach, as well as questions relating to the relative usefulness of the 

approach in proactive and reactive decision-making contexts (see Section 7.6.2.5).  
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The following section details the hybrid evaluative framework used, tailored for the 

needs of this study, that incorporates practical strengths of the NSW Program Evaluation 

Guidelines (2016) with the theoretical strengths of an adapted version of Loukis et al.’s (2017) 

multi-perspective evaluative framework.  

7.2.3 A hybrid evaluative framework  

 The overarching aim of this study was to understand the usefulness of the Systematic 

Approach and its findings for use in policy-making and communication. To achieve this, the 

evaluation collected information from policy experts concerning the activities, characteristics, 

and outcomes (findings) of the Systematic Approach to make judgements about it, improve 

its effectiveness, and inform decisions about its future use (Patton, 2014). Adopting and 

enhancing the political and diffusion dimensions of Loukis et al.’s (2017) framework provided 

this study with questions that specifically addressed the evaluation of both the system 

(evaluated through the diffusion perspective) and the findings it produced (evaluated through 

the political perspective). Adopting elements of Loukis et al. (2017) enabled the hybrid 

framework to evaluate, according to NSW Program Evaluation Guidelines (2016), the 

Systematic Approach’s effectiveness in achieving its intended outcome (i.e. whether it is a 

useful system for obtaining social evidence about issues of policy importance), and whether 

it produced worthwhile results (i.e., insight into citizen thinking about issues of policy 

importance).  

 Table 7.3 below details each section of the hybrid evaluative framework. The table 

also helps to illustrate the logic and flow of the framework, from the study aim to the specific 

questions asked. This table, and its two main components, were used to structure the 

reporting of study findings in Section 7.6.  
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Table 7.3 - Hybrid evaluative framework 

Study aim:  

Evaluate the usefulness of the Systematic Approach and its findings for use in policy-

making and communication  

Study objectives: 

To collect information about the activities, characteristics, and outcomes (findings) of the 

Systematic Approach to make judgements about it, improve its effectiveness, and inform 

decisions about its future use (Patton, 2014) 

Evaluating the usefulness of the system: 

Does the Systematic Approach achieve its 

intended outcome (i.e., a useful system for 

obtaining social evidence about issues of 

policy importance)? 

 

 
Diffusion perspective 

Assessing: 

 Relative advantages/disadvantages 

compared to existing methods 

 Compatibility of system with existing 

processes used in government 

 Applicability (could it be used) 

 Credibility of information 

 Types of policy problems well suited 

Evaluating the usefulness of the findings: 

Does the Systematic Approach produce 

worthwhile results (i.e., insight into 

citizen thinking about issues of policy 

importance)? 

 
 

Political perspective 
Assessing: 

 the general level of public interest in 

a policy area 

 Attitudes of the public 

 Values of the public 

 Understandings and 

misunderstandings of the public 

 Lived realities of the public 

 Unmet information needs 

 
 

7.3 Sampling 

 This evaluative study recruited participants that had experience in policy-making and 

communication, as in Study 1 (Chapter 4). Sampling for this study followed the same 

purposive expert sampling approach and rationale outlined in Chapter 4.2. The required study 

population were those with sufficient expertise to evaluate the Systematic Approach and its 

findings, meeting the same criteria established in Chapter 4.  
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7.3.1 Recruitment  

 Participants were recruited using the same approach outlined in Chapter 4.2.3. 

Prospective participants were emailed to request their participation in an online discussion 

group as part of a doctoral project. This initial email included an information sheet outlining 

the project and the desired outcomes of the study. Once participants had accepted, they were 

given a consent form to be returned signed prior to participating, after which time they were 

emailed with instructions for contributing to the research project. 

7.3.2 Study sample  

  Fifteen potential participants were invited for this study, based on the criteria used in 

Chapter 4.2.1, that they: 

1. were, at time of interview, employees of the NSW Department of Primary Industries; 

2. were involved in at least one of the stages of policy decision making (e.g., stakeholder 

engagement, policy design and implementation, organisational communication, 

general and specialised policy research, and policy evaluation); 

3. had a minimum of 12 months experience in their current role; and  

4. had some form of engagement with, or knowledge of, shark management policy.  

   This study engaged with seven participants in depth and asynchronously over two 

weeks. These participants were all employed in the NSW public service, and held positions 

related to policy-making, stakeholder communication, and community engagement. Job titles 

ranged from community engagement officer to director level. There were five females and 

two males.  

The remaining potential participants were unable to assist due to their schedules. The 

study was conducted during the COVID 19 pandemic, so many members of the public service 
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were occupied dealing with the economic and social consequences of this period. This likely 

explains the inability for members of the public service to offer their participation and hence 

the smaller than expected sample size. The sample size of this study is a recognised and 

unavoidable limitation given the national situation at the time. Nonetheless, those that did 

participate were insightful, helpful, and generous with their time and feedback. 

7.4 Asynchronous online discussion group  

To achieve its aims, the study required a research method that enabled the expert 

sample to share their evaluations and comments on the Systematic Approach and its findings. 

To reflect the iterative nature of policy-making, the chosen method also needed to capture 

interactions between participants and the process of idea formation in a group setting. For 

these reasons, an online evaluative discussion group was chosen.  

 Section 7.4 offers a brief overview of the method, with reference to the asynchronous 

approach taken. Section 7.4.1 provides a number of reasons why this method is appropriate 

given the study objective, the sample population, and the restrictions imposed on the 

researcher during the COVID 19 pandemic. Section 7.4.2 details how the online discussion 

group was operationalised for this study, including the platform used, time frame, and cost. 

The section concludes with a review of the stimulus materials used during the discussion 

group to prompt evaluations from participants.  

Overview of (asynchronous) discussion group  

 Modern technology now enables researchers to engage participants online, with the 

possibility of including geographically dispersed participants at relatively low cost and effort 

compared to the traditional face-to-face approaches (Stewart & Shamdasani, 2017). Online 

discussion groups can be conducted synchronously (i.e., participation in real time) and 
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asynchronously (i.e., participants contributing during different times over a determined 

period) (Abrams & Gaiser, 2017).  

 An asynchronous approach enables participants to join and contribute to discussions 

at times and places convenient to them. This gives participants more time to read others’ 

comments and reflect on stimulus material, prompting more considered contributions 

(Rezabek, 2000). Section 7.4.1 explores a number of advantages offered by the asynchronous 

approach to online discussion groups contextual to this study.   

7.4.1 Appropriateness of an asynchronous online discussion group for this study 

 This section discusses three reasons why asynchronous online discussion groups are 

appropriate and advantaged relative to other research methods given the objective and 

context of this study: 

 the objective of evaluation guiding this study, and the ability of an online discussion 

group to encourage reflective thinking and engagement with stimulus materials; 

 the characteristics of the sample populations—namely, that they are a group of 

geographically dispersed and often time-poor experts whose jobs require iterative 

decision-making and collaboration, and; 

 the ability of the approach to collect data during a period in which face-to-face 

research is severely restricted due to social distancing guidelines.  

Asynchronous online discussion groups allow for reflexive thinking and stimulus 

materials 

  Online discussion groups, especially when conducted asynchronously, afford 

participants “more time to ponder questions and edit responses” (Reisner et al., 2018, p. 

1659). The ability for participants to slow down and think carefully about their responses is 
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particularly important given that the objective of this study is the evaluation of a novel and 

relatively complex and detailed research method.  

 Because the study sought to explore participants’ thoughts and evaluations on the 

Systematic Approach and its findings from Chapter 5, a number of stimuli were used to 

prompt discussion. These stimuli were presented in video and still images documenting the 

approach used, as well as visuals, tables, and graphs to communicate findings. The 

asynchronous approach allows the researcher to develop stimulus material that participants 

can later watch, read, listen to, or engage with at their own pace. Participants can then 

respond without feeling pressured by the time constraints of a traditional face-to-face or 

synchronous approach. Stewart and Shamdasani (2017) suggest that an online setting 

“provides opportunities for the use of stimuli that would be difficult to use in face-to-face 

groups” (p. 56).  

Asynchronous online discussion groups are well suited to participants who are 

geographically dispersed, time-poor professionals  

 The asynchronous online discussion method also enables participation by policy-

makers that are often time-poor and geographically dispersed (as discussed in Chapter 4.2). 

Additionally, policy decision-making is an iterative process where individuals work 

collaboratively and across many policy areas simultaneously. The department from which the 

participants for this study come from is responsible for elements of Australia’s response to 

the catastrophic 2018-2019 bush fire season as well the fallout of COVID 19 on primary 

industries, exemplifying the multiple policy hats that they must wear.  

 The state of NSW is similar in geographic size to the country of Pakistan and far larger 

than the United Kingdom; NSW government policy-makers are thus spread across a wide 

area. This geographic distance makes bringing the desired sample population together 
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physically extremely difficult, let alone trying to schedule all participants to be in the same 

place at the same time. As Stewart and Shamdasani (2017) note, “such populations can be 

global, busy, immobile for physical or economic reasons, unavailable at comparable times, or 

otherwise difficult to schedule to participate… at a fixed physical location” (p. 49). The sample 

population meets all of these criteria.  

 Ultimately, gathering these experts in the same place would have been challenging 

without the flexibility provided by an asynchronous and online approach, in which they 

“perceive participating when most convenient for them as a key advantage” (Abrams & 

Gaiser, 2017, p. 6).  

Asynchronous online discussion groups allow for socially distanced research and 

data collection 

 The need for a research method that allowed for data collection during a global 

pandemic was not front of mind for the researcher at the outset of this thesis. Nevertheless, 

the third rationale for adopting the online method stems from the restrictions imposed by 

the COVID 19 pandemic at the time of writing. Any research involving face-to-face contact 

between researchers and participants was placed on hold by the researcher’s institution in 

line with government advice as of June 2020.  

 No literature on online discussion groups to date has mentioned the method’s utility 

during periods of global pandemics and physical distancing rules, but this approach enables 

participants working from home, or unable to travel due to rules established by their 

respective institutions, to join and contribute.   
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7.4.2 Operationalisation in this study  

 The online discussion group was run for a total of seven days, and participants could 

contribute over that period at times and locations convenient to them. The online platform 

Focus Group It (www.focusgroupit.com) was used for this purpose. This platform offers a 

range of services catered to hosting online focus and discussion groups for research purposes. 

In this case, the study was run pseudonymously, meaning participants used constructed 

screen names when contributing to discussions. The discussion group was also designed in a 

way that required participants to answer questions prior to being able to see other 

participants’ contributions. This option in the online platform is intended to promote 

‘unbiased’ responses. The original time commitment estimate given to participants was 60-

90 minutes. This time included watching two video presentations and answering 16 

questions.  

7.4.3 Online discussion group materials  

 Participants were required to watch two video presentations. These videos were used 

to communicate important information about the piloting of the two policy case studies, 

thereby allowing them to adequately evaluate the Systematic Approach and its findings. Both 

videos can be found using the following link: 

 https://csu.ap.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Sessions/List.aspx?folderID=dfcaca7c-

0e7b-4fc3-9a1d-ac320025a9bf 

 The first video (34 min) reviewed the conduct and findings of Study 1 (Chapter 4), 

providing participants with a robust understanding of the four social evidence categories and 

the distinction between pro- and reactive policy decision-making. The video then summarised 

the development of the six stage Systematic Approach (Chapter 5), as well as the piloting of 

the approach using the proactive policy case of the NSW shark meshing program (Chapter 6). 

https://csu.ap.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Sessions/List.aspx?folderID=dfcaca7c-0e7b-4fc3-9a1d-ac320025a9bf
https://csu.ap.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Sessions/List.aspx?folderID=dfcaca7c-0e7b-4fc3-9a1d-ac320025a9bf
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The video concluded by offering a number of reflections on the pilot study, included the time 

required to conduct the proactive pilot study, and information about the researcher. Figure 

7.2 illustrates how this video looked to participants.  

 

Figure 7.2 - Still image from online focus group video presentation 1 

 The second video (14 min) reported the piloting of the Systematic Approach using the 

reactive policy case of the 2018 La Perouse shark incident. This video reflected on the findings 

of the pilot study and on the time and research stages involved. 

 Participants were sent a link to a private folder containing both video presentations 

and an access code to the online platform. Participants were then prompted to watch the first 

video presentation, after which they would be required to answer questions relating to the 

proactive policy case and the findings it produced. This process was repeated for the reactive 

policy case. The questions asked of participants are those reported in the hybrid evaluative 

framework (Table 7.4). 
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7.5 Analysis of online evaluative discussion group  

 The objective of Study 3 was to evaluate, with policy experts, the usefulness of the 

Systematic Approach and the insights it produced, for decision making and communication 

about policy. Most data were collected through the use of a text-based online discussion 

group structured according to the hybrid evaluation framework questions (Table 7.4). Section 

7.5 provides a brief overview of the process used to analyse participant contributions to the 

online group, including the exporting and structuring of participant responses, and the use of 

QDAS NVivo 12.  

 Once all participants had completed the questions, their responses were exported in 

PDF from the FocusGroupIT platform and uploaded to NVivo 12 for analysis. Once imported 

to NVivo, participant discussions were divided into those that related to political perspective 

questions (i.e., evaluating the findings of the Systematic Approach) or diffusion perspective 

questions (i.e., evaluating the Systematic Approach). Questions and responses were 

structured as in Table 7.4 below: 

 

 

 

 

       
COM232 – Final Assessment 

1 
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Table 7.4 - Online discussion group question list 

Political Perspective (Evaluating the usefulness of the findings) 

Thinking about the proactive/reactive case study, how would you describe the usefulness of the findings 

for assessing: 

 The general public’s level of interest in the policy area under study? 

 The public’s attitudes toward topics in the policy area under study (positive – neutral – negative)? 

 The public’s values relating to the policy area? 

 The public’s various understandings/misunderstandings about the policy area? 

 The public’s lived realities and experiences as impacted by policy decisions? 

 Finally, are there any important pieces of information about/from the public that have not been 

collected? 

Diffusion Perspective (Evaluating the usefulness of the Systematic Approach) 

 
Thinking specifically about the method outlined in the presentation, including details about the time 

required, the information it can produce, and how it is conducted, how would you describe its: 

 Relative advantages and/or disadvantages when compared to existing methods used for similar 

purposes of listening to citizens for policy decision-making and communication about policy (e.g., 

town hall meetings, focus groups, surveys)? 

 Compatibility with existing processes used in the DPI for policy decision making and communication 

about policy?  

 Applicability for use in the DPI for policy decision-making and communication? (i.e., could this 

method be easily introduced in the DPI?) 

 Still thinking about the method outlined in the presentation, how would you describe the type of 

policy or problem that would benefit from use of such a method?   

 

 

 Participant discussions prompted by the evaluation questions were then analysed in 

NVivo to identify common themes within discussions that helped address the main research 

questions of Study 3. In particular, insights were sought that directly related to three topics: 

 The usefulness of the system for accessing and understanding citizen commentary 

about issues of policy importance (intended outcome) 
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 The usefulness of the findings for gaining insight into citizen thinking about issues of 

policy importance (worthwhile results) 

 Overarching themes that do not fit within either previous topics  

In the following section, the findings of the study are reported. For matters of 

consistency, Section 7.6 is structured according to the question list used in the evaluation.  

7.6 Findings 

This section reports findings from the evaluative online discussion group, in two main 

parts. Section 7.6.1 reports findings related to the political dimension questions, and 

addresses the research objective of evaluating whether the findings provide useful insight 

into citizen thinking about issues of policy importance (i.e., does the Systematic Approach 

produce worthwhile results?). Section 7.6.2 reports findings from the diffusion dimension 

questions—addressing the research objective of evaluating whether the Systematic Approach 

accomplished its intended outcome (i.e., is it a useful system for obtaining social evidence of 

citizen thinking about issues of policy importance?). Each section concludes with a table that 

summarises important findings, including suggestions for how insights from the study might 

be used to improve the Systematic Approach and its findings.  

7.6.1 Evaluating the usefulness of the findings (worthwhile results) 

 One of the objectives of this study was to evaluate how, and in what ways, the findings 

produced by the Systematic Approach are useful for policy-making and communication. 

Participants answered questions adapted from Loukis et al.’s (2017) political perspective (see 

Table 7.4); questions related to both the proactive and reactive case study findings to elicit 

more nuanced feedback. In Section 7.6.1, participant responses to these questions are used 
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to exemplify themes identified in their evaluations. All themes discussed in this section relate 

to both proactive and reactive participant discussions, unless stated otherwise. 

7.6.1.1 The general public’s level of interest in the policy area 

Participants were asked to evaluate the usefulness of the findings for assessing the 

general public’s level of interest in the policy area of shark management in NSW.  

 In discussing this question, participants generally felt that assessing the level of 

interest from the public using these findings was difficult and not particularly useful. 

Specifically, participants noted that determining any ‘level of interest’ requires a baseline 

from which to measure. In other words, how were users of these findings to know if 

discussions about a particular topic were any more or less numerous than others online 

during that period?  

 “It’s difficult to assess without taking into account other topics (sports, politics, 

fashion etc.) from the same cohort of channels and compare”   

  

In the reactive case specifically, participants suggested that trying to determine a 

‘general’ level of public interest was at times not useful or necessary, given that reactive 

situations are by nature in response to a specific localised event or issue.  

“Less useful given that the ‘general public’ is reduced to a specific area”  

  

One participant did note that being able to determine the local population’s level of 

interest during reactive incidents would be helpful, but would require the ability to accurately 

identify ‘local versus outsider’ comments – something that the Systematic Approach is 

currently not equipped to do.  
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“In a reactive case, or localised situation…I do think it would be really beneficial if 

we could somehow identify local comments versus ‘outside the community’” 

  

Overall participants evaluated the findings of the Systematic Approach as not 

particularly useful for determining the general public’s level of interest in a given policy area. 

Suggestions for how the Systematic Approach might be improved to address this concern are 

offered in Section 7.6.1.7. 

7.6.1.2 The attitudes of the public  

 Participants were asked to evaluate the usefulness of the findings for assessing the 

attitudes of the public toward topics in the policy area. Discussions regarding this question 

differed in relation to proactive and reactive case findings.  

 In regard to the proactive case, some participants noted that the findings provided 

useful insights into ‘surface level’ attitudes of the public, and were a succinct and rapid 

summation of ‘what people think’ about topics.  

 Some participants, however, noted the prevalence of negative comments in the 

dataset. This negativity, they suggested, has the potential to encourage decision making 

based on inaccurate representations of the public’s attitudes toward policy.   

“There is some use in attitudes being discerned from comments however the 

prevalence of negative comments over positive ones suggests that it is most often 

people unhappy with a program who comment. This can skew the general 

acceptance of a program if policy-makers don't also try and find those who are 

positive about a policy area. It could also be the case that policy makers take too 

much notice of negative comments/attitudes” 

  

When discussing the reactive case findings, a number of participants highlighted the 

relative absence of citizen attitudes found about topics related to the broader policy area of 
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shark management. As detailed in Chapter 6.2.2.6, citizen attitudes in the reactive study 

largely centred on incident-specific topics. According to participants, these ‘micro issue’ 

attitudes are of less use when making decisions about future policy options or communication 

strategies.  

“Not very useful as the conversations tended to be dealing with more micro than 

macro issues” 

“Interesting in this case there was no discussion about government intervention 

or shark mitigation” 

“We can’t gauge their attitude towards a policy or what the government is or 

isn’t doing” 

  

  

Overall, participants evaluated the findings of the Systematic Approach as somewhat 

useful for insight into citizen attitudes toward policy topics. Specifically, participants observed 

that attitude-related findings were a helpful ‘surface level’ understanding of what citizens 

think. In reactive cases, however, there was concern that attitudes collected from social and 

online media would be too focused on micro level issues, rather than macro or broader topics 

related to a policy area, and hence less useful for future policy decision making.    

7.6.1.3 The values of the public  

 Participants were asked to evaluate the usefulness of the findings for assessing the 

values used by the public when discussing policy topics. Discussions regarding this question 

were largely consistent across the proactive and reactive case studies.  

In both instances participants indicated that the findings were useful. In particular, 

participants suggested that insight into public values was strongest and most useful when 

connected with attitudes. In other words, they believed that understanding public values 

provided clarity on why the public hold certain attitudes.  
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“I particularly liked how you linked attitudes to values, as this gives a much 

deeper understanding about why people think and feel the way they do” 

“Very interesting and very useful…the findings clearly showed that people would 

express their values to justify their attitudes” 

  

Notably, two participants indicated that the valuing of ‘personal responsibility’ 

identified in the reactive case was powerful and possibly not something that would be 

captured through traditional public engagement methods (e.g., town hall meetings, focus 

groups etc.) due to a perceived social desirability bias of the public after an incident. Social 

media was thought to have a disinhibiting effect where people communicated in ways that 

they may otherwise not in a ‘physical’ public setting, for fear of being seen as insensitive or 

mean.  

“I feel it's useful you captured the unsympathetic values of the public as I feel 

these often are not made public through the media… people don't want to 

deliberately inflame the situation. For example I feel it would be a very brave 

media commentator or journalist to say something this blunt "Your fault, not the 

sharks!" 

  

A number of participants also indicated that this type of information would be of 

critical interest to politicians, especially when reported in connection to a broader policy area.  

“Would be very important to policy and politicians to know how to handle such 

critical information” 

“This would be very useful information framed up within a broader policy” 

  

Discussions from the online focus group strongly suggest that the Systematic 

Approach produced useful insight into the values held by members of the public in relation 

to shark management. Most significantly, participants acknowledged that while the social 

evidence category of ‘attitudes’ was not overly useful when viewed in isolation, however 
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when attitudes were coupled with insight into values: they often felt they were obtaining 

valuable insight into the ‘why’ of citizen thinking.  

7.6.1.4 The understandings and misunderstandings of the public  

 Insight into the understandings and misunderstandings of the public regarding policy 

topics was considered highly useful and prized information by the majority of participants, 

even termed the ‘holy grail’ of citizen thinking by one. The positive evaluations of these 

findings were consistent across both pro- and reactive datasets.  

 In particular, participants suggested that the category of understandings provided 

useful and difficult to obtain insight into whether or not government messaging and 

communication strategies were ‘getting through’ to the public.  

“very helpful for policy makers…to see if they have had any impact, uptake or cut 

through on peoples understanding and resultant behaviour change....that is the 

holy grail of all this” 

“This to me was most useful…this is what we really want to know as 

communicators, what is the message that will resonate” 

“I think it is a great tool to analyse how our communications are landing and 

enable us to tweak or shape as we need to” 

“To analyse people's understanding, or misunderstanding, of a policy topic can 

help us shape our communications, education and engagement efforts. I 

therefore think this is a very important part of the 'system'” 

  

Additionally, insight into understandings/misunderstandings was considered a 

valuable resource for suggestions on how or where government policies and communication 

could be altered to address public concerns and attitudes that are based on incorrect 

information.  

 “The public's understanding of the issue helps policy makers develop 

solutions to address concerns” 
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“There is often a lot of misinformation on social media but it does highlight where 

policy makers need to work harder to explain its' policies and programs or where 

it needs to change them” 

“The importance of taking the time to bring the community along with you in that 

process is vital to ensure attitudes are based on the correct understanding of the 

program” 

  

Participant evaluations of the usefulness of this social evidence category were 

overwhelmingly positive. Insight into citizen understandings/misunderstandings of policy 

topics is considered valuable information that can be used to design both policies and 

communication strategies about policies.  

7.6.1.5 The lived realities of the public  

Participants were asked to evaluate the usefulness of the findings for assessing the 

lived realities of those impacted by policy decisions. These evaluations largely suggested that 

this category of social evidence was both useful and often of most interest to the media and 

politicians.  

In regard to this latter point, participants noted that lived realities, and personal 

stories of citizens being impacted by incidents or decisions, were regularly picked up by the 

media and politicians due to their emotional content.  

“This is an area which tends to get the most attention from the elected 

government as it is where the media focuses, given the emotion involved 

(particularly with shark attacks)” 

“Lived realities of people are often what ends up being used as stories on Sydney 

Morning Herald, ABC or whatever media outlet” 

  

This is of particular importance for policy-makers and communicators, as these 

emotional personalised news stories are regarded as strong influencers on elected officials, 

at times leading to reactive and short term decision making.  
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“Policy making using lived experience data only is problematic as it is inherently 

reactive” 

“Widespread media attention and therefore political pressure often forces 

decisions much more quickly” 

  

Having insight into a broad range of lived realities was considered by participants as 

useful evidence with which to challenge narrow or singularly focused media angles that do 

not reflect the true spectrum of experiences living with policy decisions or incidents.  

“I think it’s fascinating if there was a way to bring out a broader range of peoples 

lived realities and their stories to help curb the media cycle if it needs to and add 

in broader perspectives” 

  

Similarly, participants noted that insight into lived realties provides policy 

communicators with stories that personalise a policy area, potentially changing the attitudes 

of publics who do not have first-hand experience with an issue.  

“Very useful. It's very easy for people in non-coastal/inner city areas to have a 

strong view against shark mesh nets - but for those who live in communities who 

have witnessed shark attacks, been a victim or lost a loved one - the matter is 

much more complicated. I think there's value in listening to those with lived 

experience” 

“Personalising the attack for many has the ability to change attitudes... The 

'What if?' and "Could have been me" - allows the community to feel a sense of 

power” 

  

There were disagreements among participants, however, regarding the usefulness of 

social and online media platforms as a source of lived realities. On one hand, some 

participants believed that members of the public would be more willing to divulge personal 

experiences in social media than they would be in physical settings (e.g., town hall meetings). 

On the other hand, some participants suggested that physical ‘feet on the ground’ approaches 
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to community engagement were the most effective method to gather lived realities, as they 

are more humanised and allow members of the public to feel they are being listened to.  

“I'd suggest the audience would find it easier to provide deep personal insights on a 

social channel that they might find threatening in, for instance, a town hall scenario” 

“Potentially social channels allow the relative anonymity (and some narcissism at 

times) they wouldn't have in a town hall or similar environment” 

“I think the best way to capture 'lived realities' is putting boots on the ground. 

Hundreds of One on one conversations on a local community are very telling” 

  

Participants evaluated lived realities as the category of social evidence of most interest 

to media and politicians. They noted that these personal stories are often used by the media 

to construct certain narratives, and in turn can force politicians to make reactive short-term 

decisions driven by emotion. Having access to this type of evidence was useful for policy-

makers as it allows them to counter these narratives by broadening the spectrum of stories 

being told about a given policy area. Whether social media is the most effective source of this 

social evidence category was contested, but positive evaluation of its usefulness for policy 

making and communication was unanimous.  

7.6.1.6 Unmet information needs  

 Participants were asked to discuss whether the findings presented in the two policy 

case studies were absent of any important pieces of evidence required for confident decision 

making. This question was included in the discussion group to ensure participants had 

adequate opportunity to express any unmet information needs, and in turn for the evaluation 

to collect valuable insight regarding ways the Systematic Approach might be improved. 

Participant discussion of this topic was largely categorised in to two themes.  
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 The first theme related to the need for longitudinal information on the commenters 

within the proactive and reactive datasets. A number of participants expressed a desire for 

‘follow up’ information about the same individual commenters present in the datasets (e.g., 

their future behaviour and the stability of their attitudes and understandings). Desire for 

further insight into the same individuals was often expressed in relation to the reactive case 

study, where members of the public suggested their behaviour at beaches would change as a 

result of the shark incident.  

“Whether people would change their behaviour (e.g. not go to beaches) on all 

beaches or just at beaches where there is a shark attack” 

“I would like to see if it's possible to see what behaviours have permanently 

changed as a result of the shark incident” 

 “I wonder if it's appropriate to follow up at a later date with commenters 

to see if they do change their behaviours” 

  

While this follow up information about commenters would, according to participants, 

be useful evidence for decision making, it is not within the capacity of the Systematic 

Approach to deliver it. In the context of this project one reason is the ethical guidelines 

established for the system (Chapter 5.3), which stipulates all comments be de-identified 

during data extraction. Supplying this information also raises serious ethical considerations 

regarding the possibility of establishing future contact with social media platform users. One 

potential work-around for this unmet information need is the use of additional public 

engagement methods, in which policy-makers could conduct follow up discussions about 

behaviour change with citizens from incident-specific locations.  

 The second unmet information need centred on a desire for information not within 

the stated purview of the Systematic Approach. Namely, participants routinely indicated that 
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they preferred information obtained through methods traditionally described as ‘active’ data 

solicitation (Chapter 2.2.3), whereby policy-makers directly ask citizens for their thinking on 

policy matters.  

“Ways of testing reactions to policy options...how would you feel if the nets in 

Sydney were taken out? On a scale of 1-10 do you want the nets taken out…Also 

to seek policy options....what ideas to you have that would boost the use of shark 

mitigation?” 

“Perhaps interviews with Surf Lifesavers, first responders and members of the Bite 

Club?” 

  

While evidently desired by policy-makers and communicators, this information need 

is more appropriately addressed through alternative data gathering methods, and as such is 

outside the remit of the Systematic Approach. For this reason these evaluations are taken on 

board but will not influence future application of the system.  

 There were, however, a number of useful suggestions for how the findings produced 

by the Systematic Approach might be altered in ways that benefit the users of such 

information. Before moving on to evaluating the usefulness of the Systematic Approach, the 

following Section 7.6.1.7 summarises important insights gained from participant responses to 

the political perspective evaluative questions. Furthermore, Section 7.6.1.7 offers a number 

of options for how the Systematic Approach might be improved for future use.  

7.6.1.7 Summary of political perspective evaluation and suggested improvements for future 

use  

 Section 7.6.1 reported themes identified in participants’ responses to political 

perspective questions. There were, however, additional themes related to the Systematic 

Approach findings that were more general in nature and did not fit into one of the previous 

sections of 7.6.1. These included participants’ discussions on the value of categorising citizen 



372 
 

thinking, as well as potential improvements that could be made for future applications of this 

system. Section 7.6.1.7 reports these additional themes and suggested improvements, 

including a table that helps to illustrate connections between a number of the findings and 

their implications for users of the Systematic Approach.  

Categories of citizen thinking are greater than the sum of its parts  

 Participants were positively appreciative of the findings of the Systematic Approach, 

in particular the categorisation of social evidence. Discussions regularly noted that the ‘whole’ 

findings produced by the Systematic Approach was greater than the sum of its parts. Each 

social evidence category was thought to provide a piece of the puzzle for understanding 

citizen thinking about a given policy area, and without a system for categorisation important 

insights could be ‘lost in the noise’.  

“Breaking individual comments into attitudes and values helps to understand the 

"why" whereas the lived experience and the public's understanding of the issue 

helps policy makers develop solutions to address concerns” 

 “Systematically breaking the comments into the four areas helps to 

"compartmentalise the noise"…Without a system, it is easy for policy makers to 

miss the signal in the noise which leads to sub-optimal policy outcomes” 

 

Participants also indicated that the social evidence categories were most useful and 

actionable when used in combination, or when connections were shown between them.  

 “I particularly liked how you linked attitudes to values, as this gives a much 

deeper understanding about why people think and feel what they do” 

“I also hadn't really considered that understandings are strongly associated with 

attitudes, but that makes a lot of sense!” 

“I thought this was very interesting and very useful…the findings clearly showed 

that people would express their values to justify their attitudes” 
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As shown in the cases of citizen attitudes and general level of interest, participants 

observed that individual social evidence categories were not particularly useful when viewed 

in isolation, but rather that their insightfulness increased when it was possible to extrapolate 

or discern how one’s attitudes might be influenced by their values or (mis)understandings. 

Suggested improvements for Systematic Approach findings (categories of 

citizen thinking)  

 While participants commended the usefulness of Systematic Approach findings, there 

were still a number of suggestions for how they might be improved for future use, including 

greater detail on category definition and the ability to capture social media ‘reactions’.  

 Findings in Section 7.6.1 indicated that the social evidence categories were regarded 

as a useful and effective method to organise and present the various insights gathered from 

social and online media platforms. There were, however, suggestions by some participants 

that each category and its boundaries be more clearly defined and demarcated, so that those 

less familiar with the approach understand their logic and structure.  

“Would like definitions to think further about what an attitude means, as 

opposed to a value”  

  

This suggested improvement may be the result of the limitations of the online 

discussion group method, in that it was difficult to condense and report the entire process 

used to originally create the categories of social evidence detailed in Chapter 4. Nonetheless, 

it is an important and valuable improvement worth making to the Systematic Approach prior 

to any future use. It suggests that while the categories are a useful way of organising data, 

more accurate and detailed definitions would increase their utility to potential users who 

desire more precision. 
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   The second improvement centred on the ability to capture and report social media 

non-verbal ‘reactions’ to news stories and other stimulus posts (e.g., likes, dislikes, angry 

reacts, love hearts etc.). These reactions might be included in the attitudes category, and 

would provide further evidence of citizen thinking. Rather than citizen attitudes being derived 

purely from the analysis of text-based comments, there would be an additional capacity to 

understand immediate, perhaps less committed  attitudes that have been communicated 

through the click of a button. Although only suggested by one participant, this additional 

insight would be reasonably easy to implement within the Systematic Approach, and there is 

no reason that this improvement could not be made prior to future application of the system.  

Implications of 7.6.1 findings for future Systematic Approach users  

Participant responses to the political perspective questions provided a wealth of 

insight into the usefulness of the Systematic Approach findings for use in policy-making and 

communication. Table 7.5 details a number of these important insights while connecting 

them to implications and actions for any future users of the system. 

Table 7.5 – Evaluating the usefulness of the findings: Insights, implications, and suggested 
actions 

Insights from focus group Implications for users and suggested action 

 Understanding 

general publics’ level 

of interest in policy 

area requires a 

baseline 

Participants suggested it was difficult to evaluate the general 

publics’ level of interest in a given policy area without a baseline to 

understand how online discussions compare to others taking place 

at the same time or about similar topics.  

 

Action/Implications: If ‘level of interest’ is to be assessed, future 

use of the system should contextualise findings by reporting on 

concurrent policy topics being discussed. Additionally, as use of the 

system grows over time, users should seek to compare 

contemporary ‘interest’ with previous similar cases. Doing so will 

provide users with something akin to a ‘baseline’ from which to 

discern the general public’s level of interest at a given time.    
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 Categories of citizen 

thinking are most 

useful when used in 

combination 

Participants noted that the categories of citizen thinking are most 

useful when presented in concert, and relationships are shown 

between citizen attitudes and their values/understandings. This 

provides evidence for the claim that citizen attitudes, as a surface 

level insight, are not sufficient for confident policy decision making, 

and instead require the explanatory ‘why’ provided by citizen 

values, understandings, and lived realities.  

 

Action/Implications: Proponents of the system should continue to 

advance the understanding that policy decision making is a 

complex task that requires a deeper level of insight and nuance 

beyond what is provided purely by citizen attitudes. Where 

possible, users of the system should report connections between 

citizen values, understandings, and lived realities, and the attitudes 

that they hold.  

 Findings identified 

citizen thinking which 

might be considered 

socially contentious 

and hard to find using 

alternative methods  

Participants suggested that the Systematic Approach findings 

provided evidence of potentially contentious citizen attitudes and 

values (e.g., unsympathetic to shark attack victims) that would be 

difficult to capture through other methods of listening to the 

community.  

 

Action/Implications: This insight indicates that the system has 

particular value and utility for investigating contentious, partisan, 

or sensitive policy topics in which citizens may hold values or 

attitudes ‘at odds’ with those prevailing or considered socially 

acceptable.  

 Citizen understanding 

and 

misunderstandings are 

a powerful source of 

insight into policy 

communication 

effectiveness and 

areas requiring 

improvements 

Participants praised the findings for their insight into citizen 

understandings and misunderstandings about policy, believing 

them to be useful indications as to the effectiveness of policy 

communication strategies. Similarly, many participants suggested 

that these insights could be used to make improvements to 

government policies and communication in order to reflect the 

thinking of citizenry.  

 

Action/Implications: This insight suggests that understandings as a 

category of citizen thinking are a highly valued piece of policy 

information. All future applications of the system should strive to 

identify and report this category of citizen thinking, and make clear 

their connection to relevant policy communication strategies.  

 Capturing a broad 

range of lived realities 

Diverse and broad lived realities were considered essential pieces 

of evidence in combating singularly focused and narrow media 
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can help combat 

narrow news media 

angles on a story 

angles where the true spectrum of citizen policy experience is not 

being accurately reflected. Participants suggested that this 

category is of most interest to elected officials and news media, 

and vital for effective policy communication.  

 

Action/Implications: Although hard to collect in some instances, 

lived realities of those impacted by policy decisions is an important 

piece of policy information. This insight suggests that it is quality 

and diversity, rather than quantity, of lived realities that are 

important to policy communicators and those attempting to more 

accurately reflect experiences of those living with policy decisions. 

Future applications of the system should gather as many diverse 

and quality expressions of lived experiences as possible, in 

particular those that counter prevailing media narratives.     

 Prevalence of negative 

comments on social 

media can produce 

inaccurate portrayal 

of citizen thinking   

Participants noted the prevalence of negative comments in both 

datasets, and that politicians could pay extra attention to these, 

thereby encouraging policy decision making based on inaccurate 

reflections of wider community thinking. 

 

Action/Implications: Users of the system should collect data from 

more than one source or platform to mitigate risk that findings are 

skewed by higher levels of negativity found on specific social or 

online media platforms. If negativity is found to be more common, 

findings should be contextualised and reported with caution – 

ensuring that users of the findings are not led to believe that 

negativity prevails across all citizenry. Findings should then be 

triangulated using other methods for listening to citizens.  

 Overreliance on 

Facebook as a data 

source could miss 

important 

conversations  

Some participants expressed concern that the findings had an 

overreliance on Facebook as a data source, and therefore 

potentially missed important conversations about this policy area 

taking place on other social and online media platforms.  

 

Action/Implications: This concern possibly resulted from the 

limitations of the online focus group presentation, in that the 

detailed process followed for searching and scouting appropriate 

data sources could not be explained in its entirety. In any case, 

those reporting on future use of the system should ensure that the 

processes used to find and select appropriate data sources is 

thoroughly detailed, and decisions regarding data source choice 

explained clearly.  
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 Social media ‘reaction’ 

counts would benefit 

findings in the 

attitudes category 

One participant requested social media ‘reactions’ to be included 

in the attitudes category, believing they provide useful insight into 

‘immediate’ and less-committal reactions to policy topics.  

 

Action/Implications: An easy request to implement in future 

applications of the Systematic Approach is to include social media 

reaction counts. 

 Categories of citizen 

thinking require 

clearer definitions and 

boundaries  

Some participants suggested that the categories of citizen thinking 

could be more clearly defined, and the boundaries between them 

more easily understood. This was noted as particularly important 

for users of the system unfamiliar with the categories and their 

original construction.  

 

Action/Implications: All categories of citizen thinking will undergo 

review and refinement prior to future use of the system. This will 

include further clarification on each category, and how their 

boundaries to other categories are defined.  

 

7.6.2 Evaluating the usefulness of the Systematic Approach (intended outcome) 

 The second objective of this study was to evaluate how, or in what ways, the 

Systematic Approach achieved its intended outcome (a useful system for obtaining social 

evidence of citizen thinking about issues of policy importance). To accomplish this objective, 

participants were asked questions adapted from Loukis et al.’s (2017) diffusion perspective 

(see Table 7.4). These questions were asked about the Systematic Approach broadly, rather 

than in relation to the specific pro- and reactive case studies presented. Section 7.6.2 uses 

participants’ responses to these questions to exemplify themes identified. All themes 

discussed in this section are relevant to both proactive and reactive discussions, unless stated 

otherwise. 
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7.6.2.1 Relative advantages/disadvantages of the system compared to other existing methods 

used for similar purposes of listening to citizens for policy decision making and communication 

 Participants were asked to evaluate the relative advantages and disadvantages of the 

system that was presented to them compared to other existing methods used in government 

for listening to citizens for policy-making and communication. This section first reports 

perceived advantages, followed by disadvantages. A number of these disadvantages will then 

be used to suggest improvements for the system in Section 7.6.2.6. 

Relative advantages of the Systematic Approach  

 The first set of advantages identified centred on the characteristics of the insights in 

relation to citizen thinking that the system produced. The insights gleaned were often unique, 

deeper and more nuanced, and, interestingly, they were also characterised as more concise, 

and included a wider variety of views than what is often possible using existing methods of 

listening to citizens. 

“Gains a different and potentially deeper understanding of community views” 

“[The system can] garner views of a wide cross section of the community” 

“It takes into account a broader section of views”  

 

The insights were said to offer both breadth and depth of thinking useful to 

policymakers.  

Similarly, participants suggested that the system was advantaged by its ability to 

gather insight into citizen thinking without the language constraints of traditional surveys – 

thereby allowing citizens to express themselves in language and terms of their own choosing. 

“I can see real benefits in this approach, particularly because people are talking in 

their own language without the bias or constraints of a survey” 
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 Perhaps most importantly, however, participants noted all of the above advantages 

while simultaneously perceiving the system as more efficient in cost and time than methods 

currently used to listen to citizens (specifically surveys and town hall meetings). 

“I suspect this system would be more efficient…it is laborious to conduct a town 

hall meeting and collect/collate commentary and then analyse attitudes and 

values. And I suspect focus groups to be time consuming to setup and analyse” 

“The relative low cost and time commitment from this process (which would get 

cheaper and faster over time with experience and economies of scale) makes it an 

effective tool in a suite of tools for stakeholder engagement to develop and 

influence public policy” 

“Existing processes include targeted surveys, which can take a lot of time, and 

prove costly. Being able to provide a snapshot of community views in this way 

could be helpful” 

 

This is a significant commendation for the system, as it provides clear evidence that 

probable users evaluate it to be advantaged both in the insight it uncovers, and the speed 

and cost within which it is able to do so. Additionally, a number of participants also believed 

that the system would become increasingly efficient with more experience and economies of 

scale (more researchers).  

Relative disadvantages of the Systematic Approach  

 Participants also identified disadvantages, or limitations, present in the system when 

compared to existing methods. These disadvantages centred predominately on the 

anonymity of contributors to social and online media platforms, the ability for social media to 

be ‘hijacked’ by misinformation, and, contrary to a previously reported advantage, the 

timeliness of the system. 
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 Regarding anonymity, there was concern from some participants that the system was 

not capable of differentiating between ‘significant’ contributors to online discussions and 

those who were outside of a particular community.  

 “There are no names attributed to the sources so the opinion of a local 

mayor is not weighed more heavily against the opinion of a member of the public 

who may only visit the beach three times a year”   

  

The second disadvantage raised by participants was the potential for conversations 

on social media to be hijacked or skewed by concerted misinformation campaigns.  

“Risk of some people taking advantage of the platform and spreading untruths 

and a misunderstanding” 

  

It is hard to disagree with or dismiss these concerns in the age of bot farms, nation-

state sanctioned disinformation campaigns, targeted online harassment, and thread 

brigading (when members of one online group ‘invade’ another to harass or down vote 

comments and posts) (Auxier, 2021; Mantesso, 2019). These concerns are legitimate, and 

there are any number of examples of these concerted campaigns one could point to as recent 

as 2020. While it is outside the scope of this thesis to explore this phenomenon, the 

researcher does believe that the risk of such hijacking is relatively low within the policy area 

of shark management in NSW compared to more high-profile or socially contentious policy 

areas such as those that deal with religion, personal freedoms, elections, and foreign policy.  

 The third and final identified disadvantage related to the system’s ability to produce 

results in the brief timeframe that policy decision making often requires. Although some 

participants had suggested the system was more time efficient than traditional means of 
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hearing from citizens, others noted that policy decision making often takes place within tight 

time frames, and relies on timely information.  

“We need real time (or close to) pulse check data on key issues and population 

groups” 

“Hopefully would meet timing standards” 

“Timing I think may still be challenge” 

  

Conducting both policy case studies did take a large amount of time. As many 

participants recognised, however, these pilot studies were the first iterations of the 

Systematic Approach, and were conducted by a sole researcher. As such, concerns around 

timeliness are acknowledged, but believed to be allayed by the ability of the system to 

become more efficient with future use and economies of scale.  

 Table 7.6 below summarises the relative advantages and disadvantages of the 

Systematic Approach identified through the evaluative focus group.  

Table 7.6 – Identified advantages and disadvantages of the Systematic Approach 

Advantages/Strengths Disadvantages/Limitations 

 Produces insights into citizen thinking that 

are concise, diverse, deep, and nuanced 

 Can provide a cross section of perspectives 

 Allows citizens to communicate in their 

chosen ‘language’ or format – 

unconstrained like some traditional 

methods 

 More cost and time efficient than 

traditional methods 

 Inability to differentiate between important 

contributors to online discussions and 

those outside of a community 

 Possibility of online discussions being 

hijacked by concerted disinformation 

campaigns  

 Ability of the system to produce results in a 

timely fashion that meets government 

needs 
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7.6.2.2 Compatibility of the system with existing processes used in the government for policy 

decision making and communication  

 An important indication of the usefulness of the Systematic Approach is whether it is 

compatible with existing processes used by government for policy-making and 

communication. When discussing this topic, participants often repeated the notion that they 

saw the system as ‘an additional tool in the toolkit’.  

“I think this is another method to add to the toolkit” 

“An effective tool in a suite of tools for stakeholder engagement to develop and 

influence public policy” 

“I think this method is a great and different addition into the evaluation toolkit” 

“Adding this method to our toolkit along with meetings, focus groups, one on 

ones, drop in stands, surveys etc. can only add benefit into the picture we have as 

to what the community thinks and feels and why about a particular topic” 

  

These contributions suggest that the system (tool) is placed within a larger set of tools 

used for a variety of policy and communication related purposes, including stakeholder 

engagement, policy development, evaluation, and understanding policy impacts on 

stakeholders.  

 On compatibility, one participant noted that integrating the system into the suite of 

currently used tools would be relatively easy – given that there is no need for additional 

software or licencing: 

“I think it could quite easily be integrated into current systems particularly as it 

doesn't require any additional software or licence. It could also be integrated into 

existing processes for policy development (including cabinet and legislative 

processes) as well as communication and engagement processes” 

 

 These contributions strongly indicate that the Systematic Approach piloted in Chapter 

6 is seen by possible users as both highly and easily compatible with existing processes used 
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within government. Further, these individuals pointed to a range of possible uses for the 

system – a ‘multi-purpose tool’ useful for functions such as stakeholder engagement and 

policy development and evaluation. 

7.6.2.3 Applicability of the system for use in the government for policy decision making and 

communication 

 Participants were asked about applicability of the system for the purposes for 

government policy-making and communication. Responses to this question were 

predominantly positive, with brief answers of ‘yes’ or ‘certainly’. Few participants expanded 

upon their positive evaluations.  

“I think this method could be absolutely added to [department] and should be” 

“Absolutely. It would require some additional/new skillsets to operate such as 

data collection and cleaning” 

 

7.6.2.4 Credibility of the findings produced by the system for use in policy decision making and 

communication 

 Although not part of Loukis et al.’s (2017) original diffusion dimension, it was 

considered important to capture expert evaluations regarding the ability of the Systematic 

Approach to produce credible findings. Responses to this question were somewhat mixed, 

with varying opinions regarding the credibility of the information and how it might be 

improved in future applications of the system.  

 Those that positively evaluated the credibility of the system’s findings believed them 

to be at least as credible as those produced by other methods currently employed. 

 “I think it would be as credible as any other currently used method (e.g. town 

halls and webinars) to collect information from the public”  

“It's still information so I think it's still credible” 
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 Interestingly however, there was one participant who suggested that the credibility of 

the findings was inherently tied to the external nature of the research, in that it was 

conducted outside of the government and therefore seen as ‘independent’. 

“Yes, provided by an independent and respected organisation such as CSU adds 

rigor and independence that is needed in this space” 

  

A number of participants were less positive in their evaluations of credibility. Some 

believed that the findings should not be taken as the only source of credible information, and 

that credibility could be enhanced with additional contextual information about sources of 

data.  

“Should not be relied on as the one 'credible' source of truth” 

“I think this would be much more credible if the sources were available if 

requested… WHO is providing this feedback really needs to be taken into account 

when assessing its usefulness” 

“Social is the new normal for many so it has to be taken credibly. Perhaps not the 

only tool used though. Would be interesting to see analysis from a town hall 

meeting and this system - similar results/sentiments etc.?” 

“Perhaps it would be useful for the 'system' to show all of the social media 

platforms and a general breakdown on the people that tend to use them - 

demographics etc.” 

   

The final two quotes above offer useful suggestions for how this contextual 

information might be reported for those using the findings of the system. As one participant 

proposes, credibility could be increased by triangulating findings with other data collection 

methods and comparing the results. Additionally, while participants were provided with 

information about the specific platforms and pages data was gathered from, it would be easy 

to report additional information such as user demographics of the major platforms.  
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7.6.2.5 Types of policy area or decision making problems that would benefit from use of such a 

system 

The inclusion of this additional question was based on the knowledge gap identified 

while reviewing Loukis et al.’s (2017) framework. This gap refers to the lack of existing 

research exploring the types of policy areas or decision making problems that are most 

appropriate for, or would most benefit from, a systematic approach to social media-based 

research. Section 7.6.2.5 is divided in to three areas. The first section reports a number of 

participant discussions that characterise the type of policy area that would benefit most from 

such a system. The second and third sections relate specifically to how reactive and proactive 

policy decision making might benefit from this system respectively.  

Characteristics of policy areas well suited to using the Systematic Approach  

 A number of participants believed that any policy area would benefit from use of the 

Systematic Approach. The widespread applicability of the system was considered to partly be 

a function of its ‘agnosticism’ regarding the type of area for which it could be used. 

“I think it could be used across multiple policy issue” 

“I think there are no areas of policy which would not benefit from this approach” 

“Importantly, it is also agnostic as to the types of policy problems it could be used 

for” 

 

Many participants provided more specific ways of characterising the types of policy 

areas that would most benefit from the use of the Systematic Approach. These characteristics 

offer important suggestions for how, and when, the system could be used to investigate 

future policy areas.  

As the following participants recommend, policy areas that are considered particularly 

sensitive or controversial within a given community or communities are well suited to the use 
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of such an approach. The utility of such an approach is compounded when there is little 

existing information about these communities or the conversations that are taking place, and 

when these communities are geographically dispersed (such as in the case of drought, 

bushfire, or COVID policy).  

“I think any policy/problem would benefit - especially sensitive/contentious/ 

critical topics. Maybe water allocation and the like” 

“Bringing to light unexpected conversations between target groups that we currently 

have no visibility on - helps keep finger on the pulse” 

  

Similarly, participants also suggested that ‘major’ decisions or events in which the 

government is heavily invested (financially and otherwise) lend themselves to this type of 

approach.  

“I think any major policy decision e.g. Animal Welfare, Biosecurity, Fisheries…I 

also think we could definitely use for major events - Bushfires and Droughts and 

more recently, COVID” 

 

Participant responses to this question indicate broad applicability for the 

Systematic Approach. The following sections, however, help to identify specific 

decision making situations that would be most benefited by the approach. 

How reactive policy decision making can benefit from using the Systematic 

Approach 

 Although not directed to do so, participants discussed ways that the Systematic 

Approach would benefit specific reactive decision making situations. These situations related 

to incident response and issues management. 

 “I think it could be shaped to use in incident responses… help support 

monitoring and providing info of what the key themes/ categories of an issue are, 
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the scale of it… such as drought funding, water management, emergency 

responses” 

  

Similarly, one participant noted that the system would be useful for reactive situations 

playing out predominantly within social media.  

“Issues management - Responding to an issue when it has gone wrong in social 

media...we need real time (or close to) pulse check data on key issues and 

population groups” 

  

These suggestions help to identify where and when the Systematic Approach is best 

deployed to help policy-makers in reactive situations. The following section provides similar 

suggestions for proactive decision making situations.  

How proactive policy decision making can benefit from using  the Systematic 

Approach  

 Participants also offered suggestions for how certain proactive decision making 

situations would benefit from the use of the Systematic Approach.  

 Perhaps self-evident, some participants noted the benefit of using the system to 

proactively capture social evidence prior to making decisions, when deciding whether to 

continue an existing policy, or when seeking feedback on strategy options. 

“Capturing community sentiment on a particular issue BEFORE a decision is 

made” 

“The Shark Meshing Program - and whether it's a policy the wider general public 

are keen for us to continue. The ability to get feedback on other shark 

management strategy options” 

 Similarly, one participant suggested the system would be beneficial when policy-

makers were looking to identify deficiencies in citizen knowledge of policy areas.  
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“I think system would be real useful to firstly gauge citizen knowledge of a policy 

area and then use that to better educate, if there's a deficiency” 

 The Systematic Approach was also thought to be beneficial for proactive decision 

making situations in which policy makers were trying to ‘future cast’ the allocation of budgets, 

and in doing so are looking to develop a business case or find evidence of ‘transformative 

impact’. 

“Would be interested in future casting as well. Right now as we navigate out of 

COVID and Govt is looking at how to allocate budget/ budgeting cycle - evidence 

of business cases and also ideas of what will bring transformation will be critically 

important” 

 

 A discussion and table (7.8) summarising how the system can benefit specific policy 

decision making contexts is provided in Section 7.7.2.  

7.6.2.6 Summary of diffusion perspective evaluation and suggested improvements for future 

use 

 The overarching aim of this study was to evaluate the usefulness of the Systematic 

Approach and its findings for policy decision making and communication. Section 7.6.2 

accomplished the second component of this aim, focusing specifically on the evaluation of 

the Systematic Approach. This section adapted questions from Loukis et al.’s (2017) diffusion 

perspective. This final summary accompanies that used in Section 7.6.1 and provides a table 

(Table 7.7) that includes key insights from the evaluation alongside their implications for 

future users of the Systematic Approach.  
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Table 7.7 - Evaluating the usefulness of the Systematic Approach: Insights, implications, 
and suggested actions 

Insights from focus group Implications for users and suggested action 

 The Systematic Approach is 

capable of producing 

findings that are more 

concise, diverse, and 

nuanced than available 

through existing methods of 

capturing citizen thinking for 

policy decision-making and 

communication  

The Systematic Approach was advantaged by its ability 

to produce insight that was more concise, diverse, and 

nuanced than is often available through existing 

methods of capturing citizen thinking.  

 

Action/Implications: Proponents of the system should 

refer to these advantages when proposing use of the 

approach.  

 Systematic Approach 

capable of gathering insight 

into citizen thinking that 

would be difficult to obtain 

through existing methods  

The Systematic Approach was able to capture citizen 

thinking that would be difficult to obtain through 

existing methods, possibly due to the existence of social 

desirability bias among members of the public in group 

settings.  

 

Action/Implications: This insight suggests that the 

Systematic Approach has particular utility for policy 

areas that are sensitive, controversial, or raise 

contentious debate among community members. Using 

the Systematic Approach may help policy decision 

makers obtain a more accurate and ‘raw’ portrayal of 

public discussions, and to hear voices that may not 

otherwise be heard.  

 Systematic Approach 

capable of producing insight 

into citizen thinking quicker 

and more cheaply than 

existing methods  

Participants believed that the Systematic Approach was 

able to produce insight into citizen thinking more 

quickly and cheaply than existing methods (e.g., focus 

groups and town hall meetings). Furthermore, 

participants estimated that both the time and cost of 

conducting this form of research would decrease with 

economies of scale and more trials.  

 

Action/Implications: The Systematic Approach has 

clear utility for policy decision-makers and 

communicators who are looking to gain insight into 

citizen thinking but face time and financial constraints. 
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Town hall meetings and focus groups can be costly and 

difficult to organise, whereas the Systematic Approach 

can conducted remotely via computer.  

 The anonymity of online 

commentary is seen as a 

limitation of the system and 

the insight it produces  

The anonymity of contributors to online discussions was 

considered a major limitation to the Systematic 

Approach and the insight it produced. Participants 

noted that it was difficult to weigh up individual 

comments without being able to tell ‘important’ 

individuals from ‘out of towners’. 

 

Action/Implications: The need for triangulation of data 

collected in this manner is well recognised, given the 

aforementioned limitations of passive data gathering. 

This challenge suggests researchers and users ensure 

their findings are supported through additional 

methods. 

 The possibility of concerted 

hijacking or misinformation 

campaigns on social media is 

a major concern for policy-

makers and communicators  

Participants expressed concern that data gathered from 

social media could be tainted or ‘hijacked’ by concerted 

misinformation campaigns, and that this would reduce 

the utility of the findings. 

 

Action/Implications: The risk of this happening within 

public discussions of shark management policy in NSW 

is considered low. However, each new policy area will 

present new contextual challenges and involve different 

vested interests and stakeholder groups. It is therefore 

incumbent upon the user of the Systematic Approach to 

weigh up the likelihood and risks of misinformation 

campaigns. This risk is real on social media platforms, 

but dealing with it is outside the scope of this thesis.  

 The Systematic Approach is 

considered highly 

compatible with existing 

processes used in 

government for policy 

decision-making and 

communication  

The Systematic Approach was evaluated as highly 

compatible with existing processes used in the 

government for policy decision-making and 

communication.  

 

Action/Implications: Proponents of the Systematic 

Approach should use this insight when advocating for 

the adoption of the approach in new policy areas. 

Future research should seek to evaluate compatibility 

with existing policy processes in other jurisdictions and 

contexts.  
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 The Systematic Approach is 

considered a valuable multi-

purpose tool within a 

broader toolkit for accessing 

and understanding citizen 

thinking about policy topics 

Participants described the system as a ‘multi-purpose 

tool’ that should be used alongside other tools to 

understand citizen thinking about policy topics. 

 

Action/Implications: Proponents of the Systematic 

Approach should advocate for its use by explaining its 

compatibility with existing processes, its ability to 

gather novel hard-to-obtain insights, and its ability to 

triangulate information from other sources. Each of 

these points demonstrates that the Systematic 

Approach can operate as a ‘tool’ within a broader 

toolkit.  

 The credibility of the insight 

produced by the Systematic 

Approach can be improved 

by including more 

information about data 

sources and platform-level 

demographics   

Participants suggested that the credibility of the 

Systematic Approach findings could be improved with 

more information about the data sources used to gather 

citizen commentary and, where possible, demographic 

information about users of major social and online 

media platforms used as sources.  

 

Action/Implications: It would be relatively easy to 

include additional information about data sources and 

platform level-demographics in further applications of 

the Systematic Approach, and this should be done. 

Further, all future users of the Systematic Approach 

should accurately and rigorously document their 

research process to ensure users of the findings are 

confident in their genesis and credibility.    

 The characteristics of a 

policy area or decision-

making problem well suited 

to using the Systematic 

Approach 

Discussion on the importance and implications of this 

insight will be provided in the final section of this 

chapter (Section 7.7).  

 

 

7.7 Discussion of findings and implications for future use of the Systematic Approach 

Section 7.7 discusses major findings of Study 3 by summarising key insights from the 

evaluative discussion group. This section contributes significantly to the field of social media 

and policy-making by using expert participant feedback to clearly describe and characterise 
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the type of policy area that would benefit from application of the Systematic Approach. In 

doing so, it offers a hypothetical policy topic—albeit based in the real-world—to exemplify 

this characterisation.  

7.7.1 Summary of key insights 

 Full lists of key insights from the two sections of the focus group have been reported 

in Tables 7.5 and 7.1. This section includes the most important of these insights related 

specifically to future application of the Systematic Approach.  

The insightfulness of the categories of citizen thinking comes from their 

combined insight, but there is room for improvement  

 Participants strongly suggested that the categories of social evidence had the most 

explanatory power, and were most useful and actionable, when they were reported together. 

In other words, insight into citizen attitudes toward policy topics were most useful to policy-

makers when they were able to appreciate how these were impacted and influenced by their 

values and (mis)understandings.  

This key insight from the focus group suggests that the categories of social evidence 

are useful as a conceptual taxonomy of the information needs of policy-makers, but that in 

combination they are of even greater value than simply summing the parts (as suggested in 

Section 7.6.1.7). While citizen attitudes provide a surface level account of what citizens think, 

insight into values and understandings provide policy-makers and communicators with ideas 

and suggestions for how they may more accurately target their educational campaigns, or 

alter their communication strategies to reflect the values of the public. Similarly, access to 

diverse lived realities allowed communicators to combat singularly-focused media angles, and 

to present a more diversified account of experience living with policy decisions.  
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 Focus group members made a number of suggestions as to how the social evidence 

categories could be improved before future use of the system. Specifically, participants 

suggested that the categories, while intuitive, could be more clearly demarcated so that their 

relationship to one another was more explicit. In other words, participants wanted to 

understand what it is that distinguishes attitudes from values, how these factors influence 

one another, and the ability to determine hierarchically whether value, understanding, or 

lived reality has the greatest influence on attitude.  

 These suggestions are important to consider prior to future application and 

improvement of the Systematic Approach. This is reflected in discussion regarding future 

research directions in the thesis conclusion chapter (Chapter 8.4). 

The Systematic Approach is highly compatible with existing processes used in 

government for policy decision-making and communication about policy  

  Policy-makers and strategists also strongly indicated that the Systematic Approach is 

highly compatible with existing processes used in policy decision-making. Although not the 

only criteria with which to evaluate usefulness, this finding represents a powerful signal from 

policy and communication experts that they would use, or advocate for the use of, the 

Systematic Approach developed throughout this thesis. This signal is further strengthened by 

the participants who explicitly suggested that not only is the system compatible, but should 

be implemented immediately (Section 7.6.2.2). 

Findings of the Systematic Approach are useful beca use they are nuanced, allow 

for less constrained contributions from citizens, and may be difficult to obtain 

through traditional methods 

 Participants gave specific reasons as to why the findings of the Systematic Approach 

were useful, including that they were concise, diverse, and captured insight into citizen 

thinking in the words of citizens themselves.  
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Participants noted that methods such as surveys could constrained the language and 

terms that citizens could use to communicate their thinking, possibly leading to less accurate 

portrayals of citizen thinking. Online citizen commentary was thought to represent more 

organic conversations that take place away from direct government solicitation, and 

therefore allows members of the public to communicate in ways most natural to them.  

Participants also indicated that the Systematic Approach was able to produce insights 

that would be difficult to gather through aforementioned traditional methods due to the 

possible impact of social desirability bias, in which members of a community may be reluctant 

to publicly admit certain attitudes or values.  

7.7.2 Characterising a policy topics well suited to research using online citizen commentary 

 Section 7.6.2.5 reported findings from a question in which participants were asked to 

describe and characterise the type of policy topics or decision-making problems that would 

suit, or benefit from, the use of a systematic approach to collecting and analysing online 

citizen commentary. As Loukis et al. (2017) has said, there is a lack of research into the public 

sector “determining the kinds of problems [social media monitoring systems] are more 

appropriate for” (p. 101) and that “extensive further research should be conducted in the 

near future in order to fill this gap…and finally to achieve higher levels of maturity and 

effectiveness” (p. 101).  

 Responses to this question provided an important and, to the best of the researcher’s 

knowledge, novel characterisation of the kinds of policy problems most appropriate for a 

qualitative, passive approach to social media monitoring, as the Systematic Approach 

provides. Table 7.8 details this characterisation, first outlining the broad characteristics of 

policy topics described by the participants, then detailing the specific proactive and reactive 
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decision-making circumstances that lend themselves to use of a systematic approach to social 

media monitoring.  

Table 7.8 - Characteristics of policy topics suited to use of a qualitative passive systematic 
approach 

Characteristics of policy topics 

Policy topics are well suited to, or would benefit from, the use of a systematic approach 

to social media monitoring if: 

 They are sensitive or controversial within a community  

 There is little existing information about a community or their thinking about 

important policy topics 

 It includes communities or stakeholders that are geographically dispersed and hard 

to reach or bring together  

 There has been, or there is planned, major financial investment by the government 

 It involves a significant event or incident impacting a community or multiple 

communities 

 Discussions are publicly available   

Proactive decision making Reactive decision making 

A proactive decision-making situation may 

benefit from the use of a systematic 

approach to social media monitoring when: 

 Insight into community thinking and 

experience of policy is needed before a 

decision is made 

 Feedback is required before continuing 

an existing or trialed policy or program  

 A business case must be developed 

before allocating budgets to specific 

communities or programs  

 Citizen knowledge of a policy or 

program must be evaluated before 

A reactive decision-making situation may 

benefit from the use of a systematic 

approach to social media monitoring when: 

 Decision-makers require insight into 

community thinking so they can 

respond to an emerging incident or 

issue  

 Decision-makers need to determine 

community needs during events or 

incidents for resource allocation 

 Communicators need to respond to 

specific policy or community issues 

playing out on social media platforms 
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designing education or communication 

strategies  

 
 

 

 To provide an example of this characterisation, Table 7.9 below uses the real-world 

policy topic of community drought support in Australia. In doing so, it provides a description 

of the policy area, illustrating the way it meets many of the criteria outlined above.  

Table 7.9 - Exemplifying characterisation with drought policy in NSW 

Description of policy topic 

Drought is defined by the NSW state government as a “prolonged, abnormally dry period 

when the amount of water is insufficient to meet normal use” (NSW Dept. of Primary 

Industries, 2021). Drought has become a constant and inevitable feature of the NSW 

landscape. In May 2020, 90% of NSW was in a state of drought (Thackray, 2020). 

The NSW Government have now developed the ‘NSW Drought Strategy’ in collaboration 

with industry and stakeholders “to enhance farmers’ drought preparedness through a suite 

of assistance measures” (NSW Dept. of Primary Industries, 2021). These include: 

 Farm Innovation Fund - Financial assistance 

 The Farm Business Skills Professional Development Program – Skills and training 

 Animal Welfare Assistance – Transport assistance 

 Information – Practical advice  

 Rural Resilience Program and Rural Support Workers – Community wellbeing 

 

Characteristics exemplifying appropriateness of using social media research 

Drought policy in NSW exhibits many of the characteristics that suggest it is a policy topic 

well suited to the use of a systematic approach to collecting and analysing online citizen 

commentary. 

 Drought policy and receiving government assistance can be a controversial and 

sensitive topic in regional communities   

 Drought policy includes communities and stakeholders that are geographically 

dispersed  (hard to reach physically or bring together)  

 There has been, or there is planned, major financial investment by the government 
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 Drought policy involves a significant event that continues to impact multiple 

communities   

 

Proactively, the NSW Government requires: 

 Information about community needs during drought so that they can develop 

business cases before allocating budgets to specific communities or programs  

 Insight into citizen knowledge of drought programs before designing education or 

communication strategies  

Reactively, the NSW Government requires: 

 Information to determine specific community needs during periods of drought for 

resource allocation 

 

7.8 Conclusion and recommendations for future application of the Systematic 

Approach  

 The central aim of this thesis was to contribute to policy decision-makers’ abilities to 

access and understand online citizen commentary about issues of policy importance. 

Research Study 3—Evaluating the Systematic Approach with policy decision-makers—was the 

final study of this thesis and closed ’the loop’ back to the policy-making experts. It reported 

and interpreted their assessments of the usefulness of a novel approach to the systematic 

collection and analysis of important categories of social evidence (Studies 1 and 2), which 

were undertaken using publicly available online citizen commentary found through social and 

online media platforms.  

 The evaluation found that the Systematic Approach to looking for insight into citizen 

thinking about policy topics is a useful method for policy decision-makers and communicators 

that is: 

 concise, nuanced, and represents a diversity of perspectives;  
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 hard to obtain through traditional methods of hearing from the public due to the 

sensitive or controversial subject matter of the policy area, 

 unrestrained, unlike some traditional methods of hearing from the public and 

allows citizens to communicate in the words and language of their choice, and;  

 produced in a timely fashion and at relatively low costs compared to traditional 

methods of hearing from the public. 

The evaluation also found that the Systematic Approach is highly compatible with 

existing government decision-making processes, and has particular utility for those tasked 

with making decisions in situations that, among other things: 

 are characterised as sensitive, controversial, or contentious within a community;  

 lack sufficient information about a community or their thinking about important 

policy topics;  

 involve geographically dispersed communities or stakeholder groups, and; 

 involve major financial investments from the government. 

Based largely on participant evaluations of the Systematic Approach, a number of 

recommendations are made for improvements prior to future use. These suggestions were 

that: 

 the categories of citizen thinking used to organise online citizen commentary 

should be more clearly defined, and their boundaries and relationship more 

articulately demarcated; 

 social media platform ‘reactions’ (e.g., likes, dislikes, angry reacts, love hearts) be 

included as a source of citizen attitude data; 
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 additional information about data sources such as platform-level user 

demographics should be provided so that the credibility of the findings can be 

more accurately assessed by end users. 

The following chapter provides a conclusion to this thesis. It reflects on the research 

questions and how they were addressed, as well as methodological, theoretical, and practical 

contributions the research makes, limitations of the research process, and future research 

directions.  
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Chapter Eight: Conclusion  

 The aim of this research study was to contribute to policy decision-makers’ ability to 

access and understand online citizen commentary about issues of policy importance. This is 

an important endeavour, as scientifically valid and technically sound policy can still fail 

without community support (McCagh et al., 2015). Further, social media have been identified 

as rich sources of citizen thinking about matters of policy, helping policy-makers tailor their 

decision-making and communication to reflect community thinking and concerns (Koussouris 

et al., 2015; Loukis, 2018; Medaglia & Zheng, 2017; Simmons & Mehmet, 2018).  

Chapter 8 concludes the thesis with a detailed response to this aim. It covers four main 

topics: 

8.1 Addressing research objectives and questions  

8.2 Discussion of theoretical, methodological, and practical contributions 

8.3 Reflection on research and researcher limitations present in the thesis  

8.4 Discussion of future research directions  

8.1 Addressing Research Questions  

 To achieve the aim of this thesis, the researcher developed a single overarching 

research question with four objectives, each tied to a research study. Section 8.1 addresses 

these objectives and research questions, and details how the thesis aim was achieved. 

Main Research Question: 

How can publicly available online citizen commentary be systematically collected and 

qualitatively analysed for use in government policy decision-making? 

Research Objectives: 
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5. Identify the information needs of policy decision-makers and communicators related 

to citizens  

6. Review current approaches used for collecting and analysing online citizen 

commentary for the purpose of understanding important public policy topics 

7. Develop and pilot a systematic approach to the collection and qualitative analysis of 

online citizen commentary for use in policy decision-making and communication 

8. Evaluate the usefulness of the ‘Systematic Approach’ and its findings for use in policy 

decision-making and communication.  

8.1.1 Identify the information needs of policy decision-makers and communicators related to 

citizens  

 Study 1 (Chapter 4) asked ‘What types of information do policy decision-makers and 

communicators require for confident decision-making?’  

 The study employed in-depth semi-structured interviews with government policy 

decision-makers and communicators. The design of these interviews was informed by the 

‘problem-centred interviewing’ approach developed by Witzel and Reiter (2012a). 

Specifically, the problem-centred approach allowed the “researcher’s prior knowledge [to 

meet] with the respondent’s practical knowledge” (Witzel & Reiter, 2012c, p. 18). 

 Analysis of the interviews identified a number of important dimensions to 

contemporary policy-making (Chapter 4.5). Most notably, these included reasons why 

decisions needed to be made (Chapter 4.5.1), and the changing role of citizens in public policy 

decision-making (Chapter 4.5.5).  

Chapter 4.5.1 explored a number of reasons why decisions arise, identifying the 

distinction of proactively or reactively situated decisions. This distinction provided the study 
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with capacity for differentiating two main types of decision-making, used to more accurately 

determine the information needs of policy-makers and communicators in these contexts.  

 Regarding specific information needs, interviews identified a need for expert and 

technical advice for confident decision-making. Additionally and importantly, however, 

analysis uncovered an increasing emphasis and importance placed on what was termed 

‘social evidence’. Social evidence was explained as representing important information with 

which decisions are made but that exists outside of the traditional technical, procedural, or 

scientific evidence provided by policy or topic experts.  

Analysis of the interviews allowed for social evidence to be further taxonomised into 

four categories of social evidence; labelled as citizen attitudes, values, understanding, and 

lived realities. Table 8.1 below details these four categories of citizen thinking with examples 

from research data presented in the thesis.  

Table 8.1 - Summary of categories of social evidence 

Categories Description Examples  

Attitudes 

Citizen attitudes represent a surface level insight into 

what citizens think about policy topics. These attitudes 

were basic (positive/negative, like/dislike), helping 

decision-makers to understand how citizens might 

respond to specific policies or announcements. 

“Disgusting, remove the 

shark nets” 

 

“The shark drones are 

AMAZING” 

Values 

Values were explained as the motivators and drivers of 

citizen thinking, what’s critical and important to them. 

These values were thought to influence the 

development of attitudes, in turn making segments of 

the community immovable or unlikely to change their 

attitudes. Their significance as a category of 

information stems from the insight they provide into 

why citizens think or behave in certain ways, such as the 

valuing of things like the financial cost of policy or 

programs, or their impact on the environment. 

“Drones sound like a 

terrible waste of 

money!” 

 

“Humans should come 

first, our protection is 

the first priority” 

Understandings Citizen understandings of policy topics were defined as 

information relating to commonly held beliefs, be they 

“Shark nets don’t 

actually stop sharks 
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factual or not, existing in the community. These 

understandings, or misunderstandings, were an 

important source of insight into whether government 

communication campaigns were effective, and how 

they might be improved. This category of citizen 

thinking enabled decision-makers to identify the 

potential for citizen attitudes towards certain policy 

topics to be the result of misunderstandings. 

from entering the 

beach” 

 

“Drones can’t spot 

sharks in murky water 

so they are useless” 

Lived Realities 

Lived realities relate to the personal experiences of 

citizens who live with policy decisions. Lived realities 

provide policy-makers with insight into the often 

unforeseen or unexpected impacts of their decisions on 

the lives of citizens. This category of information is 

prized for its ability to combat singular or narrow 

focused media angles that do not portray an accurate 

reflection of citizen experiences.  

 

“I swim every day and 

those shark nets make 

me and my family feel 

safer!” 

 

“The drones were 

horrible and noisy flying 

over us while we surfed” 

 

 These categories of social evidence are not considered an exhaustive list of all 

information required by policy-makers for confident decision-making and communication. 

Rather, these categories were those distilled from the interviews as important to the 

interview participants. The significance and utility of these four specific categories, however, 

was reinforced and confirmed through the final study of the thesis (Chapter 7). Specifically, a 

number of participants explained that these categories were an effective way of breaking 

down online citizen commentary so as to not miss any important information ‘in the noise’ of 

excessive information potentially available to decision-makers. 

 Study 1 achieved its research objectives insofar as it identified and categorised 

decision-maker information needs, thereby providing a model for organising and analysing 

citizen thinking. In this way the research provided a system for labelling, organisation and 

reporting social evidence found through online citizen commentary.  



405 
 

8.1.2 Review current approaches used for collecting and analysing online citizen commentary 

for the purpose of understanding important public policy topics 

 

Part A of Study Two (Chapter 5) asked ‘What are the common procedural steps taken 

in research using online citizen commentary as data in public policy research?’ 

 Having categorised the policy-maker information needs in Study 1, Part A of Study 2 

sought to identify and map existing research that had used online citizen commentary as a 

source of data to understand public policy matters. Specifically, it sought to identify the 

common procedural steps taken in this form of research, and the relative advantages and 

disadvantages of various approaches.  

 Part A of Study 2 used the systematic mapping study method (Cooper, 2016; Petersen 

et al., 2015). This method is designed to identify linkages and common characteristics in topic 

specific literature, rather than synthesize results like a traditional systematic literature might 

(Cooper, 2016). Systematic mapping studies result in an inventory of papers mapped to a 

classification.  

 Following the systematic mapping study process (Chapter 5.2.1) the following 

common procedural steps were identified across the reviewed papers: 

 Identification of online data sources 

 Justification for the selection of specific online data sources  

 Addressing ethical considerations in online research 

 Selecting an appropriate method of data extraction 

 Selecting an appropriate method of data analysis  

 Reporting and visualising data  



406 
 

The mapping study stage provided several insightful guides to the development of a 

system for accessing, processing, and analysing online citizen commentary for policy-making. 

Analysis of the reviewed papers also identified important omissions from previous research 

using online citizen commentary, as well some examples of ‘best practice’ that ultimately 

influenced the design of this project’s Systematic Approach (Chapter 5.2.3). These included 

that: 

 using multiple data source types provides more nuanced insight into citizen 

thinking; 

 data sources should be identified and justified through a systematic process; 

 additional contextual information should be provided about a dataset and sample; 

 researchers should be open to automated data extraction software, but prepared 

to use manual extraction methods; 

 analysis of online citizen commentary data should be informed by the information 

needs of policy decision makers, and;  

 ethical considerations of online research should be approached through guidelines 

rather than strict recipes. 

8.1.3 Develop and pilot a systematic approach for the collection and analysis of online citizen 

commentary for use in policy decision-making and communication 

 The mapping study (Chapter 5) provided the thesis with necessary insight to develop 

a robust theoretically informed systematic approach to the collection and analysis of online 

citizen commentary. Importantly, this development process also incorporated the 

information needs of policy-makers and communicators identified in Study 1.   
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 The Systematic Approach was outlined in Chapter 5.3, and included six distinct stages 

for users to follow. These six stages are detailed in Table 8.2 below, along with a brief 

description of each stage.  

Table 8.2 - Summary of the Systematic Approach stages 

Systematic Approach stages Description of stages 

Stage One: 

Determining inquiry scope 

and relevant publics  

Requires the user to determine the inquiry scope of the 

situation being investigated. This includes the temporal 

and geographic scope of the inquiry, and the relevant 

stakeholder groups and publics. Additionally, users in this 

initial stage should have a preliminary understanding of 

the type of information that is being sought.  

 

This stage forms the foundation upon which the remainder 

of the Systematic Approach is built.   

Stage Two: 

Identifying and justifying 

data sources 

Requires the user to identify specific social and online 

media platforms, and spaces within them, from which to 

gather online citizen commentary. This stage draws heavily 

on the inquiry scope developed in Stage One, including any 

key words associated with the policy area being 

investigated.  

 

Stage Two adapts elements of Kozinets’ (2019) 

netnographic research techniques and applies them to a 

policy research setting (Chapter 5.3). These include the 

processes of simplifying, searching, scouting, and selecting 

online data sources (Appendix 4).   

Stage Three: 

Addressing ethical 

considerations 

A number of ethical considerations, many unique to online 

research and research using user-generated written-text 

data, were identified through the mapping study. These 

included: the use of aliases/pseudonyms, ensuring the 

anonymity of contributors to online discussions, dealing 

with informed consent, the paraphrasing of user-

generated written-text data, and the importance of 

maintaining the contextual integrity of an online space 

(Nissenbaum, 2004).   
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For a full list of ethical considerations and suggestions for 

addressing them, see Chapter 5.2.3. 

Stage Four: 

Collecting online citizen 

commentary data 

Requires the user to extract/collect the online citizen 

commentary that they have identified and justified for 

inclusion in their sample. This process also involves 

carefully following the ethical standards established in the 

preceding stage. 

 

At this stage, users can broadly pick between manual data 

extraction and automated extraction methods. Their 

choice will often depend upon the platforms they are 

investigating, and which side of the extraction tool vs. 

platform provider arms race is winning (Chapter 5.2.3).  

Stage Five: 

Analysing online citizen 

commentary data 

Requires the user to analyse the online citizen commentary 

citizen data they have extracted. The choice of analytic 

method is largely determined by the information needs of 

the user. The chosen method, however, should be 

appropriate for the analysis of user-generated data and 

attempt to find a balance between the natural emergence 

of themes from data and the purposeful seeking of 

information sought by policy decision makers and 

communicators.  

 

In the case of this thesis, the method of analysis employed 

was heavily informed by the four categories of citizen 

thinking that emerged from interviews with policy decision 

makers in Study One.  

Stage Six:  

Reporting and visualising 

data 

The final stage of the Systematic Approach requires the 

user to report and visualise their findings. How this stage is 

operationalised will be influenced by the needs and 

preferences of the specific information users or eventual 

policy decision maker audience. In other words, the format 

and content that is reported, and how it is visualised, will 

be determined by the context of the policy area under 

investigation.  

 

In principle, however, users of the Systematic Approach 

should anticipate reporting evidence of credibility and 

rigour in the conduct of the system, including contextual 

information about the online data sources that have been 

used. Participants in the final study suggested that 
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additional information regarding platform-level 

demographics enhances the credibility of findings 

produced by the Systematic Approach. 

 

 Having developed the six stage system, Part B of Study 2 then piloted the system using 

two real cases of policy interest (Chapter 6). The selection of these cases was informed by the 

distinction between proactive and reactive decision making identified in Study 1.  

To pilot the system in a proactive decision making context, Study 2 explored citizen 

thinking about the NSW shark mesh net program and the possible introduction of alternative 

strategies (Chapter 6.2.1). For the reactive case, citizen thinking and reactions to the shark 

incident at La Perouse beach in 2018 was explored (Chapter 6.2.2). The application of the 

newly developed Systematic Approach proved successful in both of these policy cases, insofar 

as the system produced social evidence that was later evaluated as useful by policy decision 

makers and communicators in Study 3 (Chapter 7).     

8.1.4 Evaluate the usefulness of the Systematic Approach and its findings for use in policy 

decision-making and communication  

The final study was designed to bring the thesis full-circle back to the policy decision-

makers and communicators who influenced Study 1. Study 3 asked ‘How do policy decision-

makers and communicators evaluate the usefulness of the Systematic Approach and the 

findings it produces for use in decision-making?’ 

To address this question Study 3 created and used a hybrid evaluation framework, 

developed with close consideration for the practical side of policy/program evaluation used 

in government (NSW Government Guidelines, 2016), and the need for theoretically informed 

evaluation guidelines (Loukis et al., 2017) (Chapter 7.2.3).  
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Participant evaluations of the usefulness of the Systematic Approach and its findings 

were by and large positive and commendatory (Chapter 7.6). Major insights from the 

evaluation included were that: 

 the Systematic Approach is highly compatible with existing processes used in 

government for policy decision-making and communication;  

 findings produced by the Systematic Approach are considered useful because they 

are nuanced, allow for less constrained contributions from citizens, and are hard 

to obtain through traditional methods, and; 

 the explanatory power of the categories of citizen thinking comes from their 

combined insight (greater than the sum of its parts). 

Participant evaluations also identified a number of areas where the Systematic 

Approach could be adjusted to improve its usefulness prior to future application. These 

suggestions included: 

 more clearly defining the categories of citizen thinking and demarcating their 

boundaries and relationships to one another;  

 including social media ‘reactions’ as a form of data on citizen attitudes, and;  

 improving the credibility of the findings by providing additional contextual 

information about data sources such as platform-level demographics  

The thesis reports that the study has achieved its aim and objectives – a ‘system’ for 

collecting and analysing publicly available online citizen commentary has been rigorously 

developed and trialled with a contemporary public policy issue. Further, the evaluation has 

shown applicability and usefulness, and revealed a range of specific areas for improvement 

when next used by government. 
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8.2 Contributions  

 This section details the contributions made to the fields of social media and policy 

decision-making throughout this thesis. These contributions are divided into theoretical, 

methodological, and practical. Each contribution will be listed, along with explanations where 

necessary and back referencing to the chapter sections in which they appear. All contributions 

are summarised in Table 8.3 at the conclusion of Section 8.2.  

8.2.1 Theoretical Contributions  

 Categories of citizen thinking as a way of taxonomising the information needs of 

policy decision-makers (T1) 

The literature review chapter identified a relative lack of research into the information 

needs of policy decision-makers (Chapter 2.3.2.1), in particular regarding what they needed 

to know from and about citizens. Previous research has reported specific characteristics of 

information that can make it more or less useful for decision-making (Chapter 4.1). There is 

little research, however, that has attempted to categorise policy maker information needs in 

an effort to then collect that information systematically. This categorisation was 

accomplished through the interviews in Study 1 (Chapter 4.6). The importance of this 

contribution is compounded by its specific focus on information needs as they relate directly 

to citizens, or ‘social evidence’.   

 Linking policy maker information needs to specific decision-making contexts (T2) 

Study 1 also contributed to the field of policy decision-making by conceptualising a 

link between unique decision making contexts, or circumstances, and the need for specific 

types of information (Chapter 4.7). As outlined in Chapter 4.5.1 proactive decision-making 

benefits from information that is future focused, more general in the insight being sought, 

often from a more diverse range of sources, and from a broader timeframe. In contrast, 



412 
 

reactive decision-making was thought to benefit from information that is contextual and 

localised to the incident or event prompting a response, specific to relevant geographic areas, 

and gathered from a narrow time frame. Support for this conceptualisation was strengthened 

through Study 3, in which participants suggested that understand how decision arise and 

what information is most appropriate is an effective method to ensure all useful insight is 

gathered. To the researcher’s knowledge, this link between decision-making contexts and 

specific information needs about citizens is novel.  

 Construction of a hybrid evaluative framework for application to policy advice - 

aligning government program evaluations with theoretically-informed guidelines 

(T3) 

This theoretical contribution is also part methodological, and derives from Study 3, in 

which a hybrid evaluation framework was developed to assess the usefulness of the 

Systematic Approach and its findings (Chapter 7.2.3). As Althaus et al. (2018) suggest, the 

evaluation of policy advice is “surprisingly new, and not yet systematic” (p. 202). Loukis et al. 

(2017) reinforce this observation by noting that “there is a lack of frameworks for the multi-

dimensional evaluation of [social media monitoring] platforms, practices and approaches” (p. 

101).  

In Chapter 7.2.3 a hybrid evaluative framework was developed to address this 

absence. The framework outlined in this section theorised and systematised an approach to 

evaluating a social media monitoring system. Most importantly, however, the framework 

aligned the needs of government program evaluations (e.g., effectiveness) (NSW Government 

Program Evaluation Guidelines, 2016) with multiple, theoretically-informed dimensions 

supplied by Loukis et al. (2017), thereby enhancing its utility and practical application to policy 

advice evaluation.  
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Although the framework has yet to be further tested and theorised with alternative 

cases, its initial application in Study 3 was promising and considered useful by the participants 

in achieving a robust and practically informed evaluation of systematic social media use in 

policy decision making.  

8.2.2 Methodological Contributions  

 This project involved substantial development and testing of a new methodological 

approach to online research in a policy setting. For this reason, the thesis contains a number 

of methodological contributions relevant to the fields of policy decision making, social media 

research, and citizensourcing.  

 Development of a novel approach to the systematic collection and qualitative 

analysis of online citizen commentary for use in public policy decision-making and 

communication (M1) 

Beginning with perhaps the largest and most evident contribution, the thesis 

documents the development and piloting of a novel passive citizensourcing approach – a 

Systematic Approach to the collection and qualitative analysis of online citizen commentary 

for public policy decision-making and communication (Chapters 5 and 6).  

The process of developing the Systematic Approach was unique due to its multiple 

influences (Chapter 5.2). First, the purpose of the system was informed by the information 

needs and decision-making contexts (pro- and reactive) identified in Study 1 (Chapter 4.7). 

Second, the six steps of the system, and the choices available at each of them, were developed 

through close examination of existing literature in the mapping study (Chapter 5.2.3), and 

through adaptation of Kozinets’ (2020) netnographic research techniques to a public policy 

context (Appendix 4).  
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In relation to its practical application, the Systematic Approach was evaluated as a 

major contribution to the ‘toolkit’ of methods used to hear from citizens by policy and 

communication experts (Study 3). This is a strong indication that this novel approach has real-

world utility and application.  

 Sequential research stages: adaptive and critical reflexivity in research design 

(M2) 

The second methodological contribution made by this thesis is the way it approached 

the main research question through a sequential and adaptive research design. The research 

design was broken down into five main components, each building upon the preceding stage, 

as illustrated by Image 8.1: 

 

Interviews with 
policy decision 

makers to identify 
needs

Review of current 
literature to 
identify best 

practice and areas 
for improvement

Design of 
Systematic 

Approach with 
multiple influences

Piloting, recording, 
and reflecting on 

Systematic 
Approach with real 

policy cases

Evaluating 
usefulness of 

Systematic 
Approach by 

returning back to 
polciy decision-

makers

Image 8.1 - Sequential research design 
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As shown in Image 8.1, the iterative research stages of this thesis were designed in 

such a way that, even though a road map was laid out, each stage only revealed its true form 

once the preceding stage had been completed and its implications understood. Beginning 

with the identification of knowledge gaps through the literature review, the thesis proceeded 

with an aim of contributing to policy decision-makers’ ability to access and understanding 

online citizen commentary about issues of policy importance.  

The research design then used the problem-centred interviewing approach to explore 

the perspectives of policy-makers, followed by a mapping study of qualitative social media 

research in public policy. This culminated in the design and piloting of the Systematic 

Approach, and finally an evaluation of the approach by returning to the policy-makers through 

an interactive multimodal online discussion group.  

The adaptive nature of this research design, while not participatory action research in 

a strict sense, does contain elements of the approach. Meyer (2000) helps articulate this 

thesis’ similarities with action research by describing the latter’s focus on “generating 

solutions to practical problems and its ability to empower practitioners, by getting them to 

engage with research and the subsequent development or implementation activities” (p. 

178). The way that the research design began with, and returned to, the probable end-users 

(policy-makers) of the system it developed, highlights its reflexivity and focus on empowering 

practitioners, much as in action research. 

8.2.3 Practical Contributions  

 The thesis contains a number of contributions that do not neatly fit within the 

preceding theoretical and methodological sections. Section 8.2.3 outlines these practical 

contributions. 
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 Characterising the types of policy problems well suited to the use of systematic 

social media monitoring (P1) 

This contribution was detailed in Chapter 7.7.2. In brief, Study 3 was able to provide a 

description and characterisation of policy areas considered by experts to be well suited to the 

use of systematic social media monitoring.  

This characterisation identified well suited policy areas as those that: 

 Are sensitive or controversial within a community;  

 lack existing information about a community or their thinking about important policy 

topics; 

 include communities or stakeholders that are geographically dispersed and hard to 

reach or bring together;  

 have had, or are planned to have, major financial investment by the government; 

 involve a significant event or incident impacting a community or multiple 

communities, and; 

 have publicly available online discussions. 

To the best of the researcher’s knowledge this is a novel finding and addresses an 

identified gap in existing policy and social media scholarship (Loukis et al., 2017). For a full 

description of this findings see Table 7.8, and Table 7.9 for a real policy case that exemplifies 

this characterisation. 

 Mapping of existing research that has used online citizen commentary as a source 

of data for understanding citizen thinking about policy topics (P2) 

The second substantive contribution made by the thesis was its use of the systematic 

mapping study method to review existing literature that had used online citizen commentary 

as a passive source of data for understanding citizen thinking about public policy topics 
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(Chapter 5.2). To the best of the researcher’s knowledge this is the first attempt at collating 

this literature in such a way. The mapping study produced numerous insights into various 

current practices of using social media to understand citizen thinking about policy topics, 

including methods employed for identifying, collecting, and analysing data (Chapter 5.2.2). 

Further, the study identified a number of areas where previous research could be 

systematised and improved (Chapter 5.2.3). These findings constitute an important and novel 

contribution to this field of study. A research paper has been developed out of this study and 

is under review at the time of writing.   

 New insight into citizen thinking regarding NSW shark management policy (P3) 

The final practical contribution this thesis makes is the wealth of new insight produced 

regarding citizen thinking about shark policy in NSW. Two policy cases, one proactive and one 

reactive, were explored in-depth in Chapter 6. The findings of both cases provided detailed 

and novel insight into online public discussions regarding the NSW shark meshing program, 

and public responses to the 2018 La Perouse shark incident. These findings included where 

online the public were discussing these topics, the volume of discussion, and importantly, the 

various attitudes, values, understandings, and lived realities associated with these policy 

areas.  

The importance, and therefore contribution, of these findings was reinforced during 

Study 3, in which many policy and communications experts familiar with the area of shark 

policy in NSW commented on their utility for decision-making, and their nuance and novelty, 

compared to data gathered through alternative methods. 

These substantive contributions indicate that with appropriate adaptation for policy 

matter, the Systematic Approach is ready for immediate and ongoing use by policymakers as 

a strategy for gathering community thinking about policy matters. 
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Table 8.3 - Summary of contributions 

T1 The thesis contributes a novel approach to taxonomising the information needs of 

policy-makers. This categorisation builds upon previous research which has sought 

to identify characteristics of useful information such as credibility, reliance, and 

legitimacy (Cash et al., 2003; Dunn & Liang, 2017). The four categories of social 

evidence identified and tested in this thesis were viewed by policy-makers as a 

useful tool for organising incoming data and as a way to ensure important 

information was not overlooked.  

T2 After categorising the information needs of policy-makers, the thesis also 

contributed to a more nuanced understanding of how information needs are 

informed by specific decision making contexts. Using the proactive and reactive 

distinction, this research found that proactive decision making benefited from 

information that was future-focused, more general in the insight being sought, and 

often from a broader range of sources and timeframes. Reactive decision making 

benefited from contextualised and localised information concerning the incident or 

event prompting a response. 

T3 In order to evaluate the utility of the Systematic Approach and its findings, 

evaluative frameworks developed by the NSW Government (2016) and Loukis et al. 

(2017) were consulted. This led to the development, use, and contribution of a 

hybrid framework specifically tailored to evaluate the effectiveness of systematic 

qualitative social media monitoring systems’ in addressing the information needs of 

policy-makers, and in dealing with the political, crowd-sourcing, and diffusion 

dimensions identified by Loukis et al. (2017) (Chapter 7.2.2 – Table 7.2). 

M1 The most prominent methodological contributions is the design and piloting of a 

qualitative passive citizensourcing approach specifically tailored to the information 

needs of policy-makers, and able to account for changing decision making contexts 

(proactive and reactive). This is the first known system of its kind – one that outlines 

in six steps how passively sourced online citizen commentary can be systematically 

identified, collected, and qualitatively analysed to produce insight into categories of 

social evidence ready for use in decision making about policy and communication.  
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M2 The sequential research design used in this thesis contributes a new methodological 

approach for developing a system to meet the needs of policy-makers. The research 

process begun with the problem-centred interviewing approach (Witzel & Reiter, 

2013) which allowed for joint problem solving between researcher and participant 

concerning the information needs and influences for policy-makers. The research 

design then, in turn, used these information needs to develop and test a method for 

systematic collection and analysis. It then returned to the policy-makers to evaluate 

the system’s utility for their needs. This approach was adaptive and reflexive in the 

way that each research stage informed the conduct of those following.  

P1 This thesis contributes, to the best knowledge of the researcher, the first known 

characterisation of policy problems well suited to the use of systematic social media 

monitoring to collect social evidence of community thinking. This contribution has 

utility for future research looking to supply authorities with actionable insight into 

policy topics, and for policy-makers considering the use of such a system.  

P2 Chapter 5 reported a systematic mapping study of previous research that had 

collected and qualitatively analysed online citizen commentary to understand 

community thinking about policy topics. This mapping contributes a taxonomy of 

previous research across methods used to identify, collect, and analyse data, 

approaches taken to online research ethics, and the quantity of data used.  

P3 Outside of the theoretical and methodological contributions, the research 

contained in this thesis contributes substantially to an understanding of public 

thinking concerning shark management policy in NSW. New information has been 

uncovered regarding the attitudes, values, understandings, and lived realities that 

citizens in NSW used when discussing topics related to this policy area, in both 

proactive and reactive circumstances. The importance of this contribution is 

reinforced by the positive feedback received by expert policy-makers in this area 

during Study 3 (Chapter 7). 

 

8.3 Limitations  

 There are several limitations related to the scope and conduct of this thesis that 

warrant reflection. Understanding how these limitations influenced the final form of the 
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thesis and the research conducted throughout is necessary to contextualise its contributions, 

and establish where future research is best situated.  

8.3.1 COVID 19 

On one hand COVID-19 and the shift to reliance on a more virtual world illustrated the 

need for a Systematic Approach to citizensourcing for policy. However the first and most 

obvious limitation to this thesis, COVID-19, was one shared with many around the globe in 

2020. COVID-19 made face-to-face research in Australia throughout 2020 unfeasible and at 

times impossible. The government and university imposed restrictions on certain forms of 

research that necessitated changes to research design, and made attendance at conferences 

impossible.  

Regarding research design, the original intention was for Study Three to use a face-to-

face research method where the researcher would meet with policy and communication 

experts and provide a live workshop of the Systematic Approach in order for them to evaluate 

it. This original plan would have allowed for a more iterative and participant-driven 

demonstration of the Systematic Approach, in which participants could have asked questions 

regarding the conduct of the approach and receive immediate response. It is thought that this 

approach would have allowed participants to develop a more comprehensive understanding 

of the Systematic Approach and how it was/is operationalised.  

Even if face-to-face research was allowed by the university during this period of time, 

however, the nature of the whole–of-government response to COVID-19 would have made it 

highly unlikely that a group of government employees would have been able to sacrifice the 

time required for a face-to-face workshop. As detailed in Chapter 7, the workaround for this 

COVID-19-induced limitation was to employ an interactive online discussion group. The use 
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of discussion group meant that much of the workshop material had to be developed prior, 

thereby reducing the ability to run a live participant-driven tutorial.  

COVID-19 also created additional stress and anxiety beyond that traditionally 

experienced as part of completing a doctoral degree. Although it can be hard to remember 

back to March of 2020, it was a time of general uncertainty and few could have predicted the 

extent or severity of COVID-19 restrictions across Australia. During this period it was difficult 

or impossible to see family and friends, which severely restricted access to these important 

sources of support during the already challenging task of writing a thesis.  

8.3.2 Application of Systematic Approach to single policy area 

 The second limitation of this thesis relates to its scope. Specifically, its exploration of 

a single policy area to operationalise and pilot the Systematic Approach. Chapter 6 saw two 

in-depth investigations centred on shark management policy in NSW. This policy area was 

chosen due to richness and complexity, as well as previous research identifying it as a data 

rich topic frequently discussed on social and online media platforms (Chapter 3.2). 

Furthermore, it is a policy topic that features prominently in the lives of many NSW citizens, 

and is the focus of much government decision-making and financial investment. Nevertheless, 

the field of study, and therefore the scope of application, was limited by the use of the single 

policy area of shark management.  

 While the scope had specific limitations, however, each research study endeavoured 

to draw from extensive and varied literature and perspectives. For example, participants in 

Study One who provided insight into policy information needs came from various policy 

backgrounds, and were engaged in decision-making responsibilities for a diverse range of 

policy areas not limited to shark management. Similarly, the participants in Study Three who 
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helped to evaluate the usefulness of the Systematic Approach were responsible for multiple 

policy areas and were equipped to evaluate the utility of the system for areas outside of shark 

management. In regard to literature, the thesis also borrows from multiple disciplines 

(Chapter Two), and has remained conceptually and methodologically informed from outside 

the limited domain of shark management policy. That is to say, that while the scope of 

application for this thesis may be limited, the conceptual thinking that went in to the study 

was not.  

8.4 Future Research  

 Given the multidisciplinary nature of this thesis there are many potential directions 

for research in the future. Section 8.4 discusses three such future research directions, chosen 

to align the researcher’s personal interest and perceived importance as scholarly areas 

worthy of further exploration.  

8.4.1 Application of the Systematic Approach to new policy contexts 

 The future research direction of most interest to this researcher is the application of 

the Systematic Approach to new and diverse policy decision making contexts.  

 Policy-makers and communicators working across a diverse range of policy areas 

contributed to this research, including the conceptualisation of their information needs. 

Similarly, these experts also suggested that the Systematic Approach itself had widespread 

utility and was compatible with their existing processes (Chapter 7.2.3). It would therefore be 

a logical extension of this thesis to see how, or in what ways, the four categories of citizen 

thinking desired by decision-makers could be applied to disparate policy topics such as 

industrial relations, natural disaster relief, or environmental protection. This would enable 
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the categories to be further refined, and for clearer conceptualisation to be done regarding 

their significance in specific decision-making contexts.  

Similarly, extension of the Systematic Approach would allow for each stage to be 

refined and the options available at each to be expanded. This may include the use of 

additional social and online media platforms (e.g., Tik Tok or Instagram), the use of new data 

collection tools (e.g., automated software), and new approaches to analysing other modes of 

online citizen commentary (the following section explores this last point in greater detail).  

8.4.2 Enhancing the Systematic Approach and its ability to collect and analyse multimodal 

online citizen commentary  

 A second area worthy of further exploration is the capacity of the Systematic Approach 

to deal with modes of communication other than written-text, such as images, videos, 

memes, and gifs.  

 Both pilot studies in this thesis dealt exclusively with written-text data, namely online 

citizen commentary in the form of comments and posts (Chapter Six). This form of data, 

however, only offers a partial insight into the myriad ways that users of online platforms now 

communicate with one another.  

 Three of the most frequently downloaded social media application (Tik Tok, YouTube, 

Instagram) in 2020 are either partially or fully image or video based (Roberts, 2020). This 

presents a number of important challenges and opportunities for researchers and 

government practitioners looking to understand how social and online media can provide 

insight into citizen thinking about public policy matters.  

 The possibility of collecting and analysing modes of communication other than 

written-text raises several interesting questions worth investigating:  
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 How can data in the form of images, videos, and gifs be systematically extracted 

from social and online media, and stored for analysis? 

 What unique ethical challenges do these other modes of communication give rise 

to? 

 What capabilities are required for the analysis of multimodal data and data in 

modes other than written-text?  

One of the central arguments prosecuted throughout this thesis is that online citizen 

commentary is advantaged as a type of data by its ability to provide insight into the thinking 

of citizens communicated in their own words, and in ways that are less constrained than 

traditional methods of data collection such as town hall meeting and surveys. Passively 

collecting existing data means that members of the public are able to communicate in ways 

and in (digital) places of their choosing, without direct solicitation from government. 

Researchers that subscribe to this argument must learn to address and account for these 

alternative modes of communication in their research.  

If governments are serious about including the voices of citizens in their decision-

making, and researchers are interested in understanding how these voices can be 

systematically collected, analysed, and included in deliberations about policy, then there is a 

collective responsibility to address questions like those listed above. Moreover, as users of 

online platforms change their communicative behaviours, researchers and governments alike 

will require new skills in processing and understanding online data in all its forms. This extends 

to understanding the communicative behaviours of specific platforms, demographics, and 

even how certain policy areas are discussed (e.g., are certain policy areas more prone to non-

written-text based communication?).   
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8.5 Summary of conclusion 

 This research project set out with the aim of improving the ability of policy-makers to 

access and understand online citizen commentary about issues of policy importance. It 

developed a nuanced understanding of policy-maker information needs and influences, 

explored various contemporary approaches to policy research using passively sourced social 

media data, and designed and piloted a novel Systematic Approach to collecting and analysing 

online citizen commentary. Chapter 8 has outlined several contributions that this endeavour 

has made to the practices of policy-making and social media research. 

 The timeliness and necessity of this research was first posited in Chapter 1 as XXXX, 

but COVID 19 has made this approach even more timely. Listening online is essential – 

especially in periods where governments must understand public support or opposition for 

topics like vaccines for example. Similarly, governments must have at their disposal 

mechanisms through which they can understand, both quantitatively and qualitatively, how 

misinformation flows through online communication platforms. The researcher hopes that 

this thesis, and the research and development contained within, goes some way to providing 

decision-makers with a systematic process to listen to online discussions in a more insightful, 

rigorous, and adaptable way.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



426 
 

 



427 
 

References 
  

Aboulhosn, S. (2020). 18 Facebook statistics every marketer should know in 2020. Sprout Social. 

Retrieved from https://sproutsocial.com/insights/facebook-stats-for-marketers/ 

Abrams, K. M., & Gaiser, T. J. (2017). Online Focus Groups. In N. G. Fielding, R. M. Lee, & G. Blank 

(Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of Online Research Methods. doi:10.4135/9781473957992 

Aitamurto, T. (2012) Crowdsourcing for Democracy: A New Era in Policy-Making. Publications of the 

Committee for the Future, Parliament of Finland 1/2012. Helsinki, Finland. , Available at 

SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2716771  

Aitamurto, T., Landemore, H., & Galli, J. S. (2017). Unmasking the crowd: participants’ motivation 

factors, expectations, and profile in a crowdsourced law reform. Information, 

Communication & Society, 20(8), 1239-1260. doi:10.1080/1369118X.2016.1228993 

Althaus, C., Bridgman, P., & Davis, G. (2018). The Australian Policy Handbook: A practical guide to the 

policy making process (6 ed.). Crows Nest, Australia: Allen and Unwin.  

Andrews, T. (2012). What is Social Constructionism? Grounded Theory Review, 11(1), 39-46.  

Androutsopoulou, A., & Charalabidis, Y. (2018). A framework for evidence based policy making 

combining big data, dynamic modelling and machine intelligence. Paper presented at the 

Proceedings of the 11th International Conference on Theory and Practice of Electronic 

Governance, Galway, Ireland. http://delivery.acm.org/10.1145/3210000/3209427/p575-

Androutsopoulou.pdf 

Androutsopoulou A., Charalabidis Y., Loukis E. (2018) Policy Informatics in the Social Media Era: 

Analyzing Opinions for Policy Making. In: Edelmann N., Parycek P., Misuraca G., 

Panagiotopoulos P., Charalabidis Y., Virkar S. (eds) Electronic Participation. ePart 2018. 

Lecture Notes in Computer Science, vol 11021. Springer, Cham. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-98578-7_11  

Androutsopoulou A., Mureddu F., Loukis E., Charalabidis Y. (2016) Passive Expert -Sourcing for 

Policy Making in the European Union. In: Tambouris E. et al. (eds) Electronic 

Participation. ePart 2016. Lecture Notes in Computer Science, vol 9821. Springer, Cham. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-45074-2_13 

Armstrong, R., Waters, E., Dobbins, M., Anderson, L., Moore, L., Petticrew, M., Clark, R., Pettman, T., 

Burns, C., Moodie, M., Conning, R., Swinburn, B. (2013). Knowledge translation strategies to 

improve the use of evidence in public health decision making in local government: 

intervention design and implementation plan. Implementation Science, 8(1), 121. 

doi:10.1186/1748-5908-8-121 

Australian Shark Attack File. (2015). Australian Shark Attack File Annual Report Summary for 2015. 

Retrieved from Online: https://taronga.org.au/conservation/conservation-science-

research/australian-shark-attack-file/2015 

Australian Shark Attack File. (2016). Australian Shark Attack File Annual Report Summary for 2016. 

Retrieved from Online: https://taronga.org.au/conservation/conservation-science-

research/australian-shark-attack-file/2016 

Auxier, B. (2021). About one-in-five Americans who have been harassed online say it was because of 

their religion. Retrieved from Online: https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-

tank/2021/02/01/about-one-in-five-americans-who-have-been-harassed-online-say-it-was-

because-of-their-religion/ 

https://ssrn.com/abstract=2716771


428 
 

Baltar, F., & Brunet, I. (2012). Social research 2.0: virtual snowball sampling method using Facebook. 

Internet Research, 22(1), 57-74. doi: 10.1108/10662241211199960 

Baron, N. (2010). Escape from the Ivory Tower: A Guide to Making Your Science Matter: Island Press. 

Barry, S. J. (2014). Using Social Media to Discover Public Values, Interests, and Perceptions about 

Cattle Grazing on Park Lands. Environmental Management, 53(2), 454-464. 

doi:10.1007/s00267-013-0216-4 

Bellan, R. (2020). TikTok Is The Most Downloaded App Worldwide, And India Is Leading The Charge. 

Forbes. Retrieved from https://www.forbes.com/sites/rebeccabellan/2020/02/14/tiktok-is-

the-most-downloaded-app-worldwide-and-india-is-leading-the-charge/#9e727e072666 

Benaquisto, L. (2008). Axial Coding [0]. In Given, L. M.  (Ed.), The SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative 

Research Methods. doi:10.4135/9781412963909 

Bertot, J. C., Jaeger, P. T., & Hansen, D. (2012). The impact of polices on government social media 

usage: Issues, challenges, and recommendations. Government Information Quarterly, 29(1), 

30-40. doi:10.1016/j.giq.2011.04.004 

Bertot, J. C., Jaeger, P. T., Munson, S., & Glaisyer, T. (2010). Social media technology and government 

transparency. Computer, 43(11), 53-59.  

Blaikie, N. (1993). Approaches to Social Enquiry: Wiley. 

Blank, G., & Lutz, C. (2017). Representativeness of Social Media in Great Britain: Investigating 

Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, Pinterest, Google+, and Instagram. American Behavioral 

Scientist, 61(7), 741-756. doi:10.1177/0002764217717559 

Boddy, C. R. (2016). Sample size for qualitative research. Qualitative Market Research: An 

International Journal, 19(4), 426-432. doi:10.1108/QMR-06-2016-0053 

Bolívar, M. P. R. (2017). Policy makers’ perceptions on the transformational effect of Web 2.0 

technologies on public services delivery. Electronic Commerce Research, 17(2), 227-254. 

doi:10.1007/s10660-015-9196-1 

Bossetta, M. (2018). The Digital Architectures of Social Media: Comparing Political Campaigning on 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat in the 2016 U.S. Election. Journalism & Mass 

Communication Quarterly, 95(2), 471-496. doi:10.1177/1077699018763307 

boyd, d. m., & Ellison, N. B. (2007). Social Network Sites: Definition, History, and Scholarship. Journal 

of Computer-Mediated Communication, 13(1), 210-230. doi:10.1111/j.1083-

6101.2007.00393.x 

Brabham, D. C. (2008). Crowdsourcing as a Model for Problem Solving:An Introduction and Cases. 

Convergence, 14(1), 75-90. doi:10.1177/1354856507084420 

Breheny, M., & Severinsen, C. (2018). Is social isolation a public health issue? A media analysis in 

Aotearoa/New Zealand. Critical Public Health, 28(4), 484-493. 

doi:10.1080/09581596.2017.1400162 

British Psychological Society. (2017). Ethics Guidelines for Internet-mediated Research. Retrieved 

from Leicester, UK: https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/www.bps.org.uk/files/Policy/Policy%20-

%20Files/Ethics%20Guidelines%20for%20Internet-

mediated%20Research%20%282017%29.pdf 

Browne, R. (2018). Facebook is losing younger users to Snapchat, according to a study. CNBC. 

Retrieved from https://www.cnbc.com/2018/02/12/facebook-is-losing-younger-users-to-

snapchat-according-to-a-study.html 

Brownson, R. C., Royer, C., Ewing, R., & McBride, T. D. (2006). Researchers and Policymakers. 

American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 30(2), 164-172. doi:10.1016/j.amepre.2005.10.004 



429 
 

Bruns, A. (2019). After the ‘APIcalypse’: social media platforms and their fight against critical 

scholarly research. Information, Communication & Society, 1-23. 

doi:10.1080/1369118X.2019.1637447 

Bryman, A. (2012). Social Research Methods. Oxford: Oxford University Press 

Burr, V. (1998). Overview: Realism, relativism, social constructionism and discourse. In I. Parker (Ed.), 

Social constructionism, discourse and realism (pp. 13-26). Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE 

Publications. 

Cabrera, L. Y., Bittlinger, M., Hayami, L., Müller, S., & Illes, J. (2018). Reader comments to media 

reports on psychiatric neurosurgery: past history casts shadows on the future. Acta 

Neurochirurgica, 160(12), 2501-2507. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00701-018-3696-4 

Cabrera, L. Y., Brandt, M., McKenzie, R., & Bluhm, R. (2019). Online comments about psychiatric 

neurosurgery and psychopharmacological interventions: Public perceptions and concerns. 

Social Science & Medicine, 220, 184-192. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2018.11.021 

Cadwalladr, C., & Graham-Harrison, E. (2018). The Cambridge analytica files. The Guardian, 21, 6-7.  

Cairney, P., & Kwiatkowski, R. (2017). How to communicate effectively with policymakers: combine 

insights from psychology and policy studies. Palgrave Communications, 3(1), 37. 

doi:10.1057/s41599-017-0046-8 

Cantoni, L., & Tardini, S. (2013). The Internet and the Web. In D. Albertazzi & P. Cobley (Eds.), The 

Media: An Introduction (2nd. ed., pp. 592). New York, NY: Routledge. 

Cardno. (2015). Shark Deterrents and Detectors: Review of Bather Protection Technologies. Retrieved 

from https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/578999/cardno-review-of-

bather-protection-technologies.pdf  

Carter, N. H., & Linnell, J. D. C. (2016). Co-Adaptation Is Key to Coexisting with Large Carnivores. 

Trends in Ecology & Evolution, 31(8), 575-578. 

doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2016.05.006 

Cash, D., Clark, W. C., Alcock, F., Dickson, N. M., Eckley, N., & Jäger, J. (2002). Salience, Credibility, 

Legitimacy and Boundaries: Linking Research, Assessment and Decision Making. KSG 

Working Papers Series, RWP02-046, 25. Retrieved from 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=372280 

Chaffey, D. (2018). Global social media research summary 2018. Retrieved from 

https://www.smartinsights.com/social-media-marketing/social-media-strategy/new-global-

social-media-research/ 

Charalabidis, Y., Euripidis, L., Androutsopoulou, A., Karkaletsis, V., & Triantafillou, A. (2014). Passive 

crowdsourcing in government using social media. Transforming Government: People, Process 

and Policy, 8(2), 283-308. doi: 10.1108/TG-09-2013-0035 

Charalabidis, Y., & Loukis, E. (2012). Participative Public Policy Making Through Multiple Social Media 

Platforms Utilization. International Journal of Electronic Government Research (IJEGR), 8(3), 

78-97. doi:10.4018/jegr.2012070105 

Charalabidis, Y., Maragoudakis, M., & Loukis, E. (2015). Opinion Mining and Sentiment Analysis in 

Policy Formulation Initiatives: The EU-Community Approach, Cham. 

Charmaz, K. (2014). Constructing Grounded Theory: SAGE Publications. 

Clark, G., & Johnston, E. (2016). Australia state of the environment 2016. Canberra, ACT: Australian 

Government 



430 
 

Constine, J. (2017, 03/02/2017). Snapchat growth slowed 82% after Instagram Stories launched. 

Retrieved from https://techcrunch.com/2017/02/02/slowchat/ 

Constine, J. (2018, 09/02/2018). Facebook confirms test of a downvote button for flagging 

comments. Tech Crunch. Retrieved from https://techcrunch.com/2018/02/08/facebook-

downvote-button/ 

Cooper, I. D. (2016). What is a "mapping study?". Journal of the Medical Library Association : JMLA, 

104(1), 76-78. doi:10.3163/1536-5050.104.1.013 

Coultan, M., & Vogler, S. (2016). Baird backflip No 2 as shark attack tears apart no-net strategy. The 

Australian. Retrieved from https://www.theaustralian.com.au/national-affairs/state-

politics/baird-backflip-no-2-as-shark-attack-tears-apart-nonet-strategy/news-

story/536cc17d928952dace3880e7174f9bc3 

Cowling, D. (2017). Social Media Statistics Australia – July 2017. Retrieved from 
https://www.socialmedianews.com.au/social-media-statistics-australia-january-2017/ 

Creswell, J. W. (1998). Qualitative inquiry and research design: choosing among five traditions: Sage 

Publications. 

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative inquiry & research design : choosing among five 

approaches (Fourth edition. ed.). Los Angeles: SAGE. 

Crossley, R., Collins, C. M., Sutton, S. G., & Huveneers, C. (2014). Public Perception and 

Understanding of Shark Attack Mitigation Measures in Australia. Human Dimensions of 

Wildlife, 19(2), 154-165. doi:10.1080/10871209.2014.844289 

Crotty, M. (1998). The foundations of social research : meaning and perspective in the research 

process. St Leonards, N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin. 

Cvitanovic, C., Hobday, A. J., van Kerkhoff, L., Wilson, S. K., Dobbs, K., & Marshall, N. A. (2015). 

Improving knowledge exchange among scientists and decision-makers to facilitate the 

adaptive governance of marine resources: A review of knowledge and research needs. 

Ocean & Coastal Management, 112, 25-35. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ocecoaman.2015.05.002 

Dambra, D. (2020). Social Media Statistics Australia – January 2020. Social Media News. Retrieved 

from https://www.socialmedianews.com.au/social-media-statistics-australia-january-2020/ 

Daniel, J. (2012). Sampling essentials: Practical guidelines for making sampling choices. SAGE 

Publications, Inc. https://www.doi.org/10.4135/9781452272047 

Daymon, C., & Holloway, I. (2011). Qualitative Research Methods in Public Relations and Marketing 

Communications: Routledge. 

De Brún, A., McCarthy, M., McKenzie, K., & McGloin, A. (2014). Weight stigma and narrative 

resistance evident in online discussions of obesity. Appetite, 72, 73-81. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2013.09.022 

Dengate, C. (2016). Why A Knee-Jerk Shark Cull Is Floated After An Attack. Huff Post. Retrieved from 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com.au/2016/09/27/why-a-knee-jerk-shark-cull-is-floated-

after-an-attack_a_21480695/ 

Dey, I. (1993). Qualitative Data Analysis: A User-friendly Guide for Social Scientists: Routledge. 

Dobney, C. (2015). Call to trial shark technologies in Ballina waters. Echo Net Daily. Retrieved from 

https://www.echo.net.au/2015/09/call-to-trial-shark-technologies-in-ballina-waters/ 

Dunn, G., & Laing, M. (2017). Policy-makers perspectives on credibility, relevance and legitimacy 

(CRELE). Environmental Science & Policy, 76, 146-152. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2017.07.005 

https://www.socialmedianews.com.au/social-media-statistics-australia-january-2017/


431 
 

Dunne, J. (2019). Australia’s Shark Attack Hot Spots Revealed. 10 Daily. Retrieved from 

https://10daily.com.au/news/australia/a191111pzoji/australias-shark-attack-hot-spots-

revealed-20191115 

Dusek, G. A., Yurova, Y. V., & Ruppel, C. P. (2015). Using Social Media and Targeted Snowball 

Sampling to Survey a Hard-to-reach Population: A Case Study. International Journal of 

Doctoral Studies, 10, 279-299.  

Dwoskin, E., & Telford, T. (2020). Facebook is working to persuade advertisers to abandon their 

boycott. So far, they aren’t impressed. The Washington Post. Retrieved from 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2020/07/03/facebook-advertiser-boycott-

hate/ 

Dyba, T., Dingsoyr, T., & Hanssen, G. K. (2007, 20-21 Sept. 2007). Applying Systematic Reviews to 

Diverse Study Types: An Experience Report. Paper presented at the First International 

Symposium on Empirical Software Engineering and Measurement (ESEM 2007). 

Dye, J. (2016, 08/11/2016). Protesters confront Mike Baird over Ballina shark net installation. The 

Sydney Morning Herald. Retrieved from 

https://www.smh.com.au/environment/conservation/protesters-confront-mike-baird-over-

ballina-shark-net-installation-20161118-gssgm1.html 

Easton, G. (2010). One case study is enough. Lancaster Management School (Marketing Working 

Paper Series).  

Edelman. (2018). Edelman Trust Barometer 2018. Retrieved from: 

http://cms.edelman.com/sites/default/files/2018-

02/2018_Edelman_Trust_Barometer_Global_Report_FEB.pdf 

Eisenhardt, K. M. (1989). Building Theories from Case Study Research. The Academy of Management 

Review, 14(4), 532-550. doi:10.2307/258557 

Elvey, R., Voorhees, J., Bailey, S., Burns, T., & Hodgson, D. (2018). GPs’ views of health policy 

changes: a qualitative ‘netnography’ study of UK general practice online magazine 

commentary. British Journal of General Practice, 68(671), e441. doi:10.3399/bjgp18X696161 

Environment and Communications References Committee. (2017). Shark mitigation and deterrent 

measures. Parliament House, Canberra: Senate Printing Unit 

Etikan, I. (2015). Comparison of Convenience Sampling and Purposive Sampling. American Journal of 

Theoretical and Applied Statistics, 5, 1. doi:10.11648/j.ajtas.20160501.11 

Evans, A. M., & Campos, A. (2013). Open Government Initiatives: Challenges of Citizen Participation. 

Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 32(1), 172-185. doi:10.1002/pam.21651 

Farrell, L. C., Warin, M. J., Moore, V. M., & Street, J. M. (2016). Emotion in obesity discourse: 

Understanding public attitudes towards regulations for obesity prevention. Sociology of 

Health and Illness, 38(4), 543-558. doi:10.1111/1467-9566.12378 

Fenner, Y., Garland, S. M., Moore, E. E., Jayasinghe, Y., Fletcher, A., Tabrizi, S. N., . . . Wark, J. D. 

(2012). Web-Based Recruiting for Health Research Using a Social Networking Site: An 

Exploratory Study. J Med Internet Res, 14(1), e20. doi:10.2196/jmir.1978 

Ferro, E., Loukis, E., Charalabidis, Y., & Osella, M. (2013). Policy making 2.0: From theory to practice. 

Government Information Quarterly, 30(4), 359-368. 

doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2013.05.018 

Fisher, M. (2017). Qualitative Computing: Using Software for Qualitative Data Analysis: Taylor & 

Francis. 



432 
 

Flyvbjerg, B. (2006). Five Misunderstandings About Case-Study Research. Qualitative Inquiry, 12(2), 

219-245. doi:10.1177/1077800405284363 

Frame, A., & Brachotte, G. (2015). Citizen participation and political communication in a digital world 

(Vol. 32): Routledge. 

franzke, A. S., Bechmann, A., Zimmer, M., & Ess, C. M. (2020). Internet Research: Ethical Guidelines 

3.0. Retrieved from Online: https://aoir.org/reports/ethics3.pdf 

Fraser-Baxter, S. (2017). Evaluating the Media’s Role in Public and Political Responses to Human-

Shark Interactions in NSW, Australia. (Master of Science Communication). University of 

Otago, Otago, New Zealand.  

Fusch, P., & Ness, L. (2015). Are We There Yet? Data Saturation in Qualitative Research. 20(9), 1408-

1416. Retrieved from http://tqr.nova.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/fusch1.pdf 

Galdas, P. (2017) Revisiting Bias in Qualitative Research. International Journal of Qualitative 

Methods. 16(1), 1-2. doi: 10.1177/1609406917748992  

Gelinas, L., Pierce, R., Winkler, S., Cohen, I. G., Lynch, H. F., & Bierer, B. E. (2017). Using Social Media 

as a Research Recruitment Tool: Ethical Issues and Recommendations. The American Journal of 

Bioethics, 17(3), 3-14. doi:10.1080/15265161.2016.1276644 

Georgakis, S. (2016). Mike Baird 'Jumped The Shark' On Greyhound Racing. Huff Post. Retrieved from 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com.au/steve-georgakis/mike-baird-jumped-the-shark-on-

greyhound-racing_a_21575283/ 

Gibbs, L., & Warren, A. (2015). Transforming shark hazard policy: Learning from ocean-users and 

shark encounter in Western Australia. Marine Policy, 58, 116-124. 

doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2015.04.014 

Gibson, R., & Cantijoch, M. (2011). Comparing online elections in Australia and the UK: Did 2010 

finally produce 'the' internet election? Communication, Politics & Culture, 44(2), 4-17.  

Giles, E. L., Holmes, M., McColl, E., Sniehotta, F. F., & Adams, J. M. (2015). Acceptability of financial 

incentives for breastfeeding: Thematic analysis of readers' comments to UK online news 

reports. BMC Pregnancy and Childbirth, 15(1). doi:10.1186/s12884-015-0549-5 

Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. L. (1967). The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative 

Research: Aldine. 

Godfrey, M. (2017). Premier’s legacy: The good, the Baird and the ugly. News.com.au. Retrieved 

from http://www.news.com.au/national/nsw-act/premiers-legacy-the-good-the-baird-and-

the-ugly/news-story/3e4146f1d4e68f86f5f4a519d326d7b2 

Goodwin, D., Raffin, M., Jeffrey, P., & Smith, H. M. (2018). Evaluating media framing and public 

reactions in the context of a water reuse proposal. International Journal of Water Resources 

Development, 34(6), 848-868. doi:10.1080/07900627.2017.1347085 

Gorrey, M., & Noyes, J. (2018). Beaches around La Perouse closed after 'great white shark' attack. 

The Sydney Morning Herald. Retrieved from https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/shark-

attack-suspected-after-woman-wounded-at-la-perouse-20180223-p4z1jl.html 

Gray, G. M. E., & Gray, C. A. (2017). Beach-User Attitudes to Shark Bite Mitigation Strategies on 

Coastal Beaches; Sydney, Australia. Human Dimensions of Wildlife, 1-9. 

doi:10.1080/10871209.2017.1295491 

Groom, N. (2017). Terrifying moment huge bull shark is spotted hunting swimmers in shallow waters 

of a busy Sydney beach. Daily Mail Australia. Retrieved from 

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-4199106/Bull-shark-spotted-shore-La-Perouse-

i.html 



433 
 

Grubmüller, V., Götsch, K., & Krieger, B. (2013). Social media analytics for future oriented policy 

making. European Journal of Futures Research, 1(1), 20. doi:10.1007/s40309-013-0020-7 

Guajardo Leal, B. E., Navarro-Corona, C., & Valenzuela González, J. R. (2019). Systematic Mapping 

Study of Academic Engagement in MOOC. International Review of Research in Open and 

Distributed Learning, 20(2). doi:https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v20i2.4018 

Hammersley, M. (1990). What's Wrong with Ethnography? The Myth of Theoretical Description. 

Sociology, 24(4), 597-615. doi:10.1177/0038038590024004003 

Hammerton, Z., & Ford, A. (2018). Decolonising the Waters: Interspecies Encounters Between Sharks 

and Humans. Animal Studies Journal, 7(1), 36.  

Hannam, P. (2019). 'We fear the very dramatic thing': Shark nets found to be ineffective. The Sydney 

Morning Herald. Retrieved from 

https://www.smh.com.au/environment/conservation/shark-nets-found-to-be-ineffective-

20191203-p53gen.html 

Hawke, S., & Mayers, L. (2018). Shark attack near La Perouse in Sydney: Picture reveals great white 

bit woman, says DPI. ABC News. Retrieved from https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-02-

24/shark-attack-picture-shows-womans-leg-wound-la-perouse-beach/9481340 

Hay, C. (2011). Political Ontology. In R. E. Goodin (Ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Political Science (pp. 

460-476). Online: Oxford University Press. 

Heeks, R., & Bailur, S. (2007). Analyzing e-government research: Perspectives, philosophies, theories, 

methods, and practice. Government Information Quarterly, 24(2), 243-265. 

doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2006.06.005 

Heffernan, K. (2005). Social Work, New Public Management and the Language of ‘Service User’. The 

British Journal of Social Work, 36(1), 139-147. doi:10.1093/bjsw/bch328 

Heinonen, K., & Medberg, G. (2018). Netnography as a tool for understanding customers: 

implications for service research and practice. 

Henrich, N., & Holmes, B. (2011). What the Public Was Saying about the H1N1 Vaccine: Perceptions 

and Issues Discussed in On-Line Comments during the 2009 H1N1 Pandemic. PLOS ONE, 6(4), 

e18479. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0018479 

Hern, A. (2020). Third of advertisers may boycott Facebook in hate speech revolt. The Guardian. 

Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2020/jun/30/third-of-

advertisers-may-boycott-facebook-in-hate-speech-revolt 

Hilgers, D., & Ihl, C. (2010). Citizensourcing: Applying the Concept of Open Innovation to the Public 

Sector. The International Association for Public Participation, 4(1), 22.  

Hossain, M., & Kauranen, I. (2015). Crowdsourcing: a comprehensive literature review. Strategic 

Outsourcing: An International Journal, 8(1), 2-22. doi:doi:10.1108/SO-12-2014-0029 

Howe, J. (2006). The Rise of Crowdsourcing. Wired. Retrieved from 

https://www.wired.com/2006/06/crowds/ 

Hsu, T. (2018). For Many Facebook Users, a ‘Last Straw’ That Led Them to Quit. The New York Times. 

Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/21/technology/users-abandon-

facebook.html 

Hutchinson, A. (2017). How Much Data is Generated Every Minute? Retrieved from 

https://www.socialmediatoday.com/news/how-much-data-is-generated-every-minute-

infographic-1/525692/. 

Influencer Marketing Hub. (2020). 50 TikTok Stats That Will Blow Your Mind. Influencer Marketing 

Hub. Retrieved from https://influencermarketinghub.com/tiktok-stats/ 

https://www.socialmediatoday.com/news/how-much-data-is-generated-every-minute-infographic-1/525692/
https://www.socialmediatoday.com/news/how-much-data-is-generated-every-minute-infographic-1/525692/


434 
 

Irwin, A. N., Stewart, O. C., Nguyen, V. Q., & Bzowyckyj, A. S. (2019). Public perception of pharmacist-

prescribed self-administered non-emergency hormonal contraception: An analysis of online 

social discourse. Research in Social and Administrative Pharmacy, 15(6), 650-655. 

doi:10.1016/j.sapharm.2018.08.003 

James, O. (2009). Evaluating the Expectations Disconfirmation and Expectations Anchoring 

Approaches to Citizen Satisfaction with Local Public Services. Journal of Public Administration 

Research and Theory, 19(1), 107-123. doi:10.1093/jopart/mum034 

Janda, K. B., & Topouzi, M. (2015). Telling tales: using stories to remake energy policy. Building 

Research & Information, 43(4), 516-533. doi:10.1080/09613218.2015.1020217 

Janssen, M., & Helbig, N. (2018). Innovating and changing the policy-cycle: Policy-makers be 

prepared! Government Information Quarterly. 

doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2015.11.009 

Jaspal, R., Nerlich, B., & Koteyko, N. (2012). Contesting Science by Appealing to Its Norms: Readers 

Discuss Climate Science in the Daily Mail. Science Communication, 35(3), 383-410. 

doi:10.1177/1075547012459274 

Jenkins, J., & Nielsen, R. (2018). The digital transition of local news. Retrieved from  

Joseph, R. C. (2013). A structured analysis of e-government studies: Trends and opportunities. 

Government Information Quarterly, 30(4), 435-440. 

doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2013.05.006 

Jung, T. (2010). Citizens, co-producers, customers, clients, captives? A critical review of consumerism 

and public services. Public Management Review, 12(3), 439-446. 

doi:10.1080/14719031003787940 

Kamateri, E., Panopoulou, E., Tambouris, E., Tarabanis, K., Ojo, A., Lee, D., & Price, D. (2015). A 

Comparative Analysis of Tools and Technologies for Policy Making. In M. Janssen, M. A. 

Wimmer, & A. Deljoo (Eds.), Policy Practice and Digital Science: Integrating Complex 

Systems, Social Simulation and Public Administration in Policy Research (pp. 125-156). Cham: 

Springer International Publishing. 

Kaplan, A. M., & Haenlein, M. (2012). Social media: back to the roots and back to the future. Journal 

of Systems and Information Technology, 14(2), 101-104. doi:10.1108/13287261211232126 

Kapoor, K. K., Tamilmani, K., Rana, N. P., Patil, P., Dwivedi, Y. K., & Nerur, S. (2018). Advances in 

Social Media Research: Past, Present and Future. Information Systems Frontiers, 20(3), 531-

558. doi:10.1007/s10796-017-9810-y 

Kavanaugh, A. L., Fox, E. A., Sheetz, S. D., Yang, S., Li, L. T., Shoemaker, D. J., Natsev, A., Xie, L. (2012). 

Social media use by government: From the routine to the critical. Government Information 

Quarterly, 29(4), 480-491. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2012.06.002 

Keelan, J., Pavri, V., Balakrishnan, R., & Wilson, K. (2010). An analysis of the Human Papilloma Virus 

vaccine debate on MySpace blogs. Vaccine, 28(6), 1535-1540. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.vaccine.2009.11.060 

Kempster, R., & Collin, S. (2016). Finally, a proven way to keep great white sharks at arm’s length. 

The Conversation. Retrieved from https://theconversation.com/finally-a-proven-way-to-

keep-great-white-sharks-at-arms-length-61986 

Khan, G. F. (2017). Social Media for Government: A Practical Guide to Understanding, Implementing, 

and Managing Social Media Tools in the Public Sphere: Springer. 

Khatri, C., Chapman, S. J., Glasbey, J., Kelly, M., Nepogodiev, D., Bhangu, A., & Fitzgerald, J. E. (2015). 

Social Media and Internet Driven Study Recruitment: Evaluating a New Model for Promoting 



435 
 

Collaborator Engagement and Participation. PLOS ONE, 10(3), 1-11, e0118899. 

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0118899 

Klein, H. K., & Meyers, M. D. (1999). A Set of Principles for Conducting and Evaluating Interpretive 

Field Studies in Information Systems. MIS Quarterly, 21(1), 67-94.  

Kosoff, M. (2018). The Facebook Exodus is Becoming an Epidemic. Vanity Fair. Retrieved from 

https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2018/10/the-facebook-exodus-is-becoming-an-epidemic 

Koussouris, S., Lampathaki, F., Kokkinakos, P., Askounis, D., & Misuraca, G. (2015). Accelerating 

Policy Making 2.0: Innovation directions and research perspectives as distilled from four 

standout cases. Government Information Quarterly, 32(2), 142-153. 

doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2015.03.001 

Kozinets, R. V. (2010). Netnography: Doing Ethnographic Research Online: SAGE Publications. 

Kozinets, R. V. (2016). Netnography. In G. Ritzer (Ed.), The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Sociology: Wiley 

Online Library. 

Kozinets, R. V. (2019). Netnography: The Essential Guide to Qualitative Social Media Research: SAGE 

Publications. 

Kozlowska, H. (2019). US Facebook users are getting older [Online News Article]. Quartz. Retrieved 

from https://qz.com/1707287/use-of-facebook-among-senior-americans-has-doubled-over-

recent-years/ 

Landsbergen, D. (2011). Government as Part of the Revolution: Using Social Media to Achieve Public 

Goals (Vol. 8). 

Lee, G., & Kwak, Y. H. (2012). An Open Government Maturity Model for social media-based public 

engagement. Government Information Quarterly, 29(4), 492-503. 

doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2012.06.001 

Legislative Assembly Committee on Investment, I. a. R. D., ,. (2016). Management of Sharks in New 

South Wales Waters. (1/56). New South Wales Parliament: New South Wales Parliamentary 

Library 

Lehdonvirta, V., & Bright, J. (2015). Crowdsourcing for Public Policy and Government. Policy & 

Internet, 7(3), 263-267. doi:10.1002/poi3.103 

Lei, Y., Pereira, J. A., Quach, S., Bettinger, J. A., Kwong, J. C., Corace, K., . . . Evaluation, G. (2015). 

Examining Perceptions about Mandatory Influenza Vaccination of Healthcare Workers 

through Online Comments on News Stories. PLOS ONE, 10(6), e0129993-e0129993. 

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0129993 

Levy, M. (2017). Pet dog taken by shark at Kurnell off-leash beach. The Sydney Morning Herald. 

Retrieved from https://www.smh.com.au/environment/conservation/pet-dog-taken-by-

shark-at-kurnell-offleash-beach-20170228-gumoiz.html 

Lewandowski, J. (2015). Transforming Wicked Environmental Problems in the Government Arena: A 

Case Study of the Effects of Marine Sound on Marine Mammals. In Human-Wildlife Conflict. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Linders, D. (2012). From e-government to we-government: Defining a typology for citizen 

coproduction in the age of social media. Government Information Quarterly, 29(4), 446-454. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2012.06.003 

Livingstone, T. (2020). Why our current attitude towards sharks is wrong. 9 News. Retrieved from 

https://www.9news.com.au/national/sharks-australia-new-report-shows-changing-

attitude/1914da1c-7739-4e2e-83c5-c176e35909bf?fbclid=IwAR0hYDcB-EUwKGF4-

gHdbWMEe199YagWpPjKZ8gL3Wg4Z8Kn4fz3mJjwvMY 



436 
 

Longo, J. (2017). The evolution of citizen and stakeholder engagement in Canada, from Spicer to 

#Hashtags. Canadian Public Administration, 60(4), 517-537. doi:10.1111/capa.12229 

Loukis, E., & Charalabidis, Y. (2015). Active and Passive Crowdsourcing in Government. In M. Janssen, 

M. A. Wimmer, & A. Deljoo (Eds.), Policy Practice and Digital Science: Integrating Complex 

Systems, Social Simulation and Public Administration in Policy Research (pp. 261-289). Cham: 

Springer International Publishing. 

Loukis, E., Charalabidis, Y., & Androutsopoulou, A. (2017). Promoting open innovation in the public 

sector through social media monitoring. Government Information Quarterly, 34(1), 99-109. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2016.09.004 

Loukis, E., Charalabidis, Y., & Androutsopoulou, A. (2018). Using Social Media for Government 

Passive Expert-Sourcing. Paper presented at the International Conference on System 

Sciences, Hawaii. 

Loukis, E. (2018). Citizen-Sourcing for Public Policy Making: Theoretical Foundations, Methods and 

Evaluation. In J. R. Gil-Garcia, T. A. Pardo, & L. F. Luna-Reyes (Eds.), Policy Analytics, 

Modelling, and Informatics: Innovative Tools for Solving Complex Social Problems (pp. 179-

203). Cham: Springer International Publishing. 

Macnamara, J. (2010). The Quadrivium of Online Public Consultation: Policy, Culture, Resources, 

Technology. Australian Journal of Political Science, 45(2), 227-244. 

doi:10.1080/10361141003736141 

Macnamara, J. (2015). Organizational Listening: The Missing Essential in Public Communication: 

Peter Lang. 

Macnamara, J. (2016a). Organizational listening : the missing essential in public communication / Jim 

Macnamara. New York, NY: Peter Lang Publishing, Inc, New York. 

Macnamara, J. (2016b). Organizational listening: Addressing a major gap in public relations theory 

and practice. Journal of Public Relations Research, 28(3-4), 146-169. 

doi:10.1080/1062726X.2016.1228064 

Macnamara, J. (2016c). The Work and ‘Architecture of Listening’: Addressing Gaps in Organization-

Public Communication. International Journal of Strategic Communication, 10(2), 133-148. 

doi:10.1080/1553118X.2016.1147043 

Madden, F., & McQuinn, B. (2015). Understanding Social Conflict and Complexity in Marine 

Conservation. In Human-Wildlife Conflict. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Mainka, A., Hartmann, S., Stock, W. G., & Peters, I. (2015). Looking for friends and followers: a global 

investigation of governmental social media use. Transforming Government: People, Process 

and Policy, 9(2), 237-254. doi:doi:10.1108/TG-09-2014-0041 

Majchrzak, A., Faraj, S., Kane, G. C., & Azad, B. (2013). The Contradictory Influence of Social Media 

Affordances on Online Communal Knowledge Sharing. Journal of Computer-Mediated 

Communication, 19(1), 38-55. doi:10.1111/jcc4.12030 

Mangukiya, P. (2016). Social media by the numbers. Retrieved from 

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/social-media-by-the-numbe_b_9757926 

Mantesso, S. (2019, March 30 2019). A look at the click businesses manufacturing social media 

engagement 

ABC News. Retrieved from https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-03-30/farming-for-likes-fake-social-

media-engagement/10944078 

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/social-media-by-the-numbe_b_9757926


437 
 

Markham, A. N. (2017). Ethnography in the Digital Internet Era. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), 

The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research (pp. 19). Thousand Oaks, Cali.: SAGE 

Publications. 

Marshall, N., Adger, N., Attwood, S., Brown, K., Crissman, C., Cvitanovic, C., De Young, C., Gooch, M., 

James, C., Jessen, S., Johnson, D., Marshall, P., Park, S., Wachenfeld, D., Wrigley, D. (2017). 

Empirically derived guidance for social scientists to influence environmental policy. PLOS 

ONE, 12(3), e0171950. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0171950 

McCagh, C., Sneddon, J., & Blache, D. (2015). Killing sharks: The media’s role in public and political 

response to fatal human–shark interactions. Marine Policy, 62, 271-278. 

doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2015.09.016 

McCarthy, N. (2019). Is Facebook Becoming Social Media's Retirement Home? Forbes. Retrieved 

from https://www.forbes.com/sites/niallmccarthy/2019/03/08/is-facebook-becoming-

social-medias-retirement-home-infographic/#3b0f75491ba9 

McCorkindale, T. (2010). Can you see the writing on my wall? A content analysis of the Fortune 50's 

Facebook social networking sites. Public Relations Journal, 4(3), 13.  

McNie, E. C., Parris, A., & Sarewitz, D. (2016). Improving the public value of science: A typology to 

inform discussion, design and implementation of research. Research Policy, 45(4), 884-895. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2016.01.004 

McNutt, K. (2014). Public engagement in the Web 2.0 era: Social collaborative technologies in a 

public sector context. Canadian Public Administration, 57(1), 49-70. doi:10.1111/capa.12058 

Medaglia, R., & Zheng, L. (2017). Mapping government social media research and moving it forward: 

A framework and a research agenda. Government Information Quarterly, 34(3), 496-510. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2017.06.001 

Medaglia, R., & Zhu, D. (2017). Public deliberation on government-managed social media: A study on 

Weibo users in China. Government Information Quarterly, 34(3), 533-544. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2017.05.003 

Mehmet, M. I., D'Alessandro, S., Pawsey, N., & Nayeem, T. (2018). The national, regional and city 

divide: Social media analysis of stakeholders views regarding biological controls. The public 

reaction to the carp control herpes virus in Australia. Journal of Environmental 

Management, 227, 181-188. doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2018.08.093 

Mehmet, M. I., & Simmons, P. (2018). Kangaroo court? An analysis of social media justifications for 

attitudes to culling. Environmental Communication, 12(3), 370-386. 

doi:10.1080/17524032.2016.122096 

Mellon, J., & Prosser, C. (2017). Twitter and Facebook are not representative of the general 

population: Political attitudes and demographics of British social media users. Research & 

Politics, 4(3), 2053168017720008. doi:10.1177/2053168017720008 

Meyer, J. (2000). Using qualitative methods in health related action research. BMJ, 320(7228), 178-

181. doi:10.1136/bmj.320.7228.178 

Michael, S. (2015). 'We've got a serious, serious problem': Animal-loving locals who live near one of 

Australia's most popular beaches finally decide they must KILL the sharks that are scaring 

them out of the water. Daily Mail Australia. Retrieved from 

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3196022/Animal-loving-locals-New-South-Wales-

north-coast-Byron-Ballina-Evans-Head-decide-cull-sharks-spate-shark-attacks.html 



438 
 

Modaresnezhad, M., Iyer, L., Palvia, P., & Taras, V. (2020). Information Technology (IT) enabled 

crowdsourcing: A conceptual framework. Information Processing & Management, 57(2), 

102135. doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ipm.2019.102135 

Mumby, P. J. (2017). Embracing a world of subtlety and nuance on coral reefs. Coral Reefs, 36(3), 

1003-1011. doi:10.1007/s00338-017-1591-8 

Nakamura, R. T., & Smallwood, F. (1980). The Politics of Policy Implementation. New York, NY: St. 

Martin's Press. 

Nam, T. (2012). Suggesting frameworks of citizen-sourcing via Government 2.0. Government 

Information Quarterly, 29(1), 12-20. doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2011.07.005 

National Health and Medical Research Council. (2018). National statement on ethical conduct in 

human research 2007 (updated 2018) / developed jointly by National Health and Medical 

Research Council, Australian Research Council, Universities Australia. [Canberra]: National 

Health and Medical Research Council. 

Neal, D. R. (2012). Introduction. In Social Media for Academics (pp. xxiii-xxviii): Chandos Publishing. 

Neff, C. (2012). Australian Beach Safety and the Politics of Shark Attacks. Coastal Management, 

40(1), 88-106. doi:10.1080/08920753.2011.639867 

Neff, C., & Wynter, T. (2017). Tide turned: surveys show the public has lost its appetite for shark 

culls. The Conversation. Retrieved from http://theconversation.com/tide-turned-surveys-

show-the-public-has-lost-its-appetite-for-shark-culls-89163 

Nettle, S. (2017). Government rebate for shark deterrent devices proves popular. Swellnet. Retrieved 

from https://www.swellnet.com/news/swellnet-dispatch/2017/09/22/government-rebate-

shark-deterrent-devices-proves-popular 

Nightingale, D. J., & Cromby, J. (2002). Social Constructionism as Ontology:Exposition and Example. 

Theory & Psychology, 12(5), 701-713. doi:10.1177/0959354302012005901 

Nissenbaum, H. (2004). Privacy as contextual integrity. Wash. L. Rev., 79, 119.  

Nissenbaum, H. (2010). Privacy in context: Technology, policy, and the integrity of social life: Stanford 

University Press. 

Noyes, D. (2018, 26/02/2018). The Top 20 Valuable Facebook Statistics – Updated February 2018.  

NSW Dept. of Premier and Cabinet. (2016). NSW Government Program Evaluation Guidelines. 

Retrieved from Sydney, NSW:  

NSW Dept. of Primary Industries. (2015). NSW Shark Management Strategy Factsheet. Online: NSW 

Department of Primary Industries Retrieved from 

http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/581694/nsw-shark-management-

strategy-factsheet.pdf 

NSW Dept. of Primary Industries. (2017). NSW North Coast Shark-meshing Trial Final Report. Online: 

NSW Government Retrieved from 

https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/734535/NSW-north-coast-shark-

meshing-trial-final-report.pdf 

NSW Dept. of Primary Industries (2018). Who we are. Retrieved from 

https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/about-us/who-we-are 

NSW Dept. of Primary Industries. (2021). What is Drought? Drought in NSW. Retrieved from 

https://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/emergencies/droughthub_old/drought-in-nsw 

NSWPSC. (2021). Sector role description library. Retrieved from 

https://www.psc.nsw.gov.au/workforce-management/role-descriptions/sector-role-

description-library 



439 
 

O'Cathain, A., Thomas, K. J., Drabble, S. J., Rudolph, A., & Hewison, J. (2013). What can qualitative 

research do for randomised controlled trials? A systematic mapping review. BMJ Open, 3(6), 

e002889. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2013-002889 

O’Connor, C., Joffe, H. (2020). Intercoder Reliability in Qualitative Research: Debates and Practical 

Guidelines. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 19(1), 1-13. 

doi:10.1177/1609406919899220  

Obar, J. A., & Wildman, S. S. (2015). Social Media Definition and the Governance Challenge: An 

Introduction to the Special Issue. Telecommunications Policy, 39(9), 745-750.  

Oeldorf-Hirsch, A., & Sundar, S. S. (2015). Posting, commenting, and tagging: Effects of sharing news 

stories on Facebook. Computers in Human Behavior, 44, 240-249. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2014.11.024 

Olding, R. (2015). Man dies after shark attack at Shelly Beach, Ballina. Sydney Morning Herald. 

Retrieved from https://www.smh.com.au/environment/conservation/man-dies-after-shark-

attack-at-shelly-beach-ballina-20150209-139fv3.html 

Olson, E. L. (2017). The rationalization and persistence of organic food beliefs in the face of contrary 

evidence. Journal of Cleaner Production, 140, 1007-1013. doi:10.1016/j.jclepro.2016.06.005 

Omar, K., Stockdale, R., & Scheepers, H. (2014). Social Media Use in Local Government: An Australian 

Perspective. International Journal of Public Administration, 37(10), 666-675. 

doi:10.1080/01900692.2014.903270 

Ortiz, J., Young, A., Myers, M. D., Bedeley, R. T., Carbaugh, D., Chughtai, H., Davidson, E., George, J., 

Gogan, J., Gordon, S. (2019). Giving voice to the voiceless: The use of digital technologies by 

marginalized groups. Communications of the Association for Information Systems, 45(1), 2.  

Osborne, M., & Dredze, M. (2014). Facebook, Twitter and Google Plus for Breaking News: Is There a 

Winner? Proceedings of the International AAAI Conference on Web and Social Media, 8(1), 

611-614. Retrieved from https://ojs.aaai.org/index.php/ICWSM/article/view/14572 

Palinkas, L. A., Horwitz, S. M., Green, C. A., Wisdom, J. P., Duan, N., & Hoagwood, K. (2015). 
Purposeful Sampling for Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis in Mixed Method 
Implementation Research. Administration and policy in mental health, 42(5), 533-544. 
doi:10.1007/s10488-013-0528-y 

Panagiotopoulos, P., & Bowen, F. (2015). Conceptualising the Digital Public in Government 

Crowdsourcing: Social Media and the Imagined Audience, Cham. 

Panagiotopoulos, P., Bowen, F., & Brooker, P. (2017). The value of social media data: Integrating 

crowd capabilities in evidence-based policy. Government Information Quarterly, 34(4), 601-

612. doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2017.10.009 

Parsons, D. W. (1995). Public policy: an introduction to the theory and practice of policy analysis: 

Edward Elgar. 

Patton, M. Q. (2014). Qualitative Research & Evaluation Methods: Integrating Theory and Practice: 

SAGE Publications. 

Patton, M. Q. (2018). The SAGE Encyclopedia of Educational Research, Measurement, and Evaluation 

[4]. In B. B. Frey (Ed.). doi:10.4135/9781506326139 

Pepin-Neff, C. L. (2019). Flaws: Shark Bites and Emotional Public Policymaking: Springer International 

Publishing. 

Pepin‐Neff, C., & Wynter, T. (2018). Shark Bites and Shark Conservation: An Analysis of Human 

Attitudes Following Shark Bite Incidents in Two Locations in Australia. Conservation Letters, 

11(2), e12407. doi:doi:10.1111/conl.12407 



440 
 

Pereira, J. A., Quach, S., Dao, H. H., Kwong, J. C., Deeks, S. L., Crowcroft, N. S., Quan, S. D., Guay, M. 

(2013). Contagious Comments: What Was the Online Buzz About the 2011 Quebec Measles 

Outbreak? PLOS ONE, 8(5), e64072. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0064072 

Petersen, K., Vakkalanka, S., & Kuzniarz, L. (2015). Guidelines for conducting systematic mapping 

studies in software engineering: An update. Information and Software Technology, 64, 1-18. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infsof.2015.03.007 

Pickering, L., & Kara, H. (2017). Presenting and representing others: towards an ethics of 
engagement. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 20(3), 299-309. 
doi:10.1080/13645579.2017.1287875 

Potter, J. (1996). Representing Reality: Discourse, Rhetoric and Social Construction: SAGE 

Publications. 

Prpić, J., Taeihagh, A., & Melton, J. (2015). The Fundamentals of Policy Crowdsourcing. Policy & 

Internet, 7(3), 340-361. doi:doi:10.1002/poi3.102 

Rafeeq, A., & Jiang, S. (2020). Breaking news of disasters: How Stuff.co.nz and NZHerald.co.nz used 

Facebook and Twitter in the 2016 Kaikoura earthquake coverage in New Zealand. Cogent 

Social Sciences, 6(1), 1731121. doi:10.1080/23311886.2020.1731121 

Rainie, L., Smith, A., Schlozman, K. L., Brady, H., & Verba, S. (2012). Social Media and Political 

Engagement. Retrieved from Pew Research Center: http://www.pewinternet.org/files/old-

media//Files/Reports/2012/PIP_SocialMediaAndPoliticalEngagement_PDF.pdf 

Ratner, C. (2002) Subjectivity and Objectivity in Qualitative Methodology. Forum: Qualitative Social 

Research, 3(3), 1-8. doi: 10.17169.3829  

Reddick, C. G., Chatfield, A. T., & Brajawidagda, U. (2017). Increasing Policy Success through the Use 

of Social Media Cross-Channels for Citizen Political Engagement. Paper presented at the 

International Conference on System Sciences, Hawaii. 

Reddick, C. G., Chatfield, A. T., & Ojo, A. (2017). A social media text analytics framework for double-

loop learning for citizen-centric public services: A case study of a local government Facebook 

use. Government Information Quarterly, 34(1), 110-125. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2016.11.001 

Reilly, P., & Trevisan, F. (2016). Researching protest on Facebook: developing an ethical stance for 
the study of Northern Irish flag protest pages. Information, Communication & Society, 19(3), 
419-435. doi:10.1080/1369118X.2015.1104373 

Reisner, S. L., Randazzo, R. K., White Hughto, J. M., Peitzmeier, S., DuBois, L. Z., Pardee, D. J., 

Marrow, E., McLean, S., Potter, J. (2018). Sensitive Health Topics With Underserved Patient 

Populations: Methodological Considerations for Online Focus Group Discussions. Qualitative 

health research, 28(10), 1658-1673. doi:10.1177/1049732317705355 

Rezabek, R. J. (2000). Online Focus Groups: Electronic Discussions for Research. 2000, 1(1). 

doi:10.17169/fqs-1.1.1128 

Rieder, B. (2015, 02/05/2015). the end of Netvizz? Blog Retrieved from 

http://thepoliticsofsystems.net/2015/01/the-end-of-netvizz/ 

Rife, S. C., Cate, K. L., Kosinski, M., & Stillwell, D. (2016). Participant recruitment and data collection 

through Facebook: the role of personality factors. International Journal of Social Research 

Methodology, 19(1), 69-83. doi:10.1080/13645579.2014.957069 

Ringold, D. J. (2002). Boomerang effects in response to public health interventions: Some 

unintended consequences in the alcoholic beverage market. Journal of Consumer Policy, 

25(1), 27-63. doi:10.1023/A:1014588126336 



441 
 

Roberts, S. (2020). Top 10 Most Downloaded Apps of 2020 (so far).  Retrieved from 

https://www.cyberclick.net/numericalblogen/top-10-most-downloaded-apps-of-2020-so-far 

Rosoff, M. (2018). Facebook exodus: Nearly half of young users have deleted the app from their 

phone in the last year, says study. CNBC (Consumer News and Business Channel). Retrieved 

from https://www.cnbc.com/2018/09/05/facebook-exodus-44-percent-of-americans-age-

18-29-have-deleted-app 

Rowley, J. (2012). Conducting research interviews. Management Research Review, 35(3/4), 260-271. 

doi:doi:10.1108/01409171211210154 

Roy Morgan. (2020). Facebook and YouTube strong across all Generations but Pinterest, Instagram 

and TikTok have important user bases [Press release]. Retrieved from 

http://www.roymorgan.com/findings/8373-social-media-demographics-march-2020-

202004140629 

Saldana, J. (2016). The Coding Manual for Qualitative Researchers: SAGE Publications. 

Salihefendic, A. (2015, 08/12/2015). How Reddit ranking algorithms work. Medium. Retrieved from 

https://medium.com/hacking-and-gonzo/how-reddit-ranking-algorithms-work-

ef111e33d0d9 

Sar, R. K., & Al-Saggaf, Y. (2013). Applying contextual integrity to the context of social networking 

sites tracking. In S. R. S. Rogerson (Ed.), ETHICOMP 2013: Possibilities of ethical ICT (pp. 413-

418). University of Southern Denmark. 

Saumure, K., & Given, L. M. (2008). The SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods. In L. M. 

Given (Ed.). doi:10.4135/9781412963909 

Saunders, B., Sim, J., Kingstone, T., Baker, S., Waterfield, J., Bartlam, B., Burroughs, H., Jinks, C. 

(2018). Saturation in qualitative research: exploring its conceptualization and 

operationalization. Quality & Quantity, 52(4), 1893-1907. doi:10.1007/s11135-017-0574-8 

Schmidthuber, L., & Hilgers, D. (2017). Unleashing Innovation beyond Organizational Boundaries: 

Exploring Citizensourcing Projects. International Journal of Public Administration, 41(4), 1-16. 

doi:10.1080/01900692.2016.1263656 

Schneble, C. O., Elger, B. S., & Shaw, D. (2018). The Cambridge Analytica affair and Internet-mediated 

research. EMBO reports, 19(8), e46579. doi:10.15252/embr.201846579 

Schultz, J. (2017, 10/10/2917). How Much Data is Created on the Internet Each Day? Micro Focus. 

Retrieved from https://blog.microfocus.com/how-much-data-is-created-on-the-internet-

each-day/ 

Sehl, K. (2020, May 7, 2020). 20 Important TikTok Stats Marketers Need to Know in 2020.  Retrieved 

from https://blog.hootsuite.com/tiktok-stats 

Sharma, N., & Blumenstein, M. (2018). SharkSpotter combines AI and drone technology to spot 

sharks and aid swimmers on Australian beaches. The Conversation. Retrieved from 

https://theconversation.com/sharkspotter-combines-ai-and-drone-technology-to-spot-

sharks-and-aid-swimmers-on-australian-beaches-92667 

Shenker, J. (2017). Democratising the digital. Aeon. Retrieved from https://aeon.co/essays/digital-

technologies-play-politics-lets-use-them-for-democracy 

Simmons, N. (2017). Axial Coding [4]. In M. Allen (Ed.), The SAGE Encyclopedia of Communication 

Research Methods. doi:10.4135/9781483381411 

Simmons, P., & Mehmet, M. I. (2018). Shark management strategy policy considerations: Community 

preferences, reasoning and speculations. Marine Policy, 96, 111-119. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2018.08.010 



442 
 

Simmons, P., Mehmet, M. I., & Clarke, R. J. (2017). Shark Sentiment Report. Retrieved from 

https://researchoutput.csu.edu.au/en/publications/shark-sentiment-report  

Simons, H. (2009). Case Study Research in Practice: SAGE Publications. 

Sivarajah, U., Irani, Z., & Weerakkody, V. (2015). Evaluating the use and impact of Web 2.0 

technologies in local government. Government Information Quarterly, 32(4), 473-487. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.giq.2015.06.004 

Sjölander-Lindqvist, A., Johansson, M., & Sandström, C. (2015). Individual and collective responses to 

large carnivore management: the roles of trust, representation, knowledge spheres, 

communication and leadership. Wildlife Biology, 21(3), 175-185. doi:10.2981/wlb.00065 

Smedley, R. M., & Coulson, N. S. (2021). A practical guide to analysing online support forums. 
Qualitative Research in Psychology, 18(1), 76-103. doi:10.1080/14780887.2018.1475532 

Solijonov, A. (2016). Voter Turnout Trends around the World. Retrieved from Online: 

https://www.idea.int/sites/default/files/publications/voter-turnout-trends-around-the-

world.pdf 

Solon, O. (2018a). Facebook stocks plummet more than 20% amid concerns over growth. The 

Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2018/jul/25/facebook-

stocks-second-quarter-revenue-user-growth 

Solon, O. (2018b). Teens are abandoning Facebook in dramatic numbers, study finds. The Guardian. 

Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2018/jun/01/facebook-teens-

leaving-instagram-snapchat-study-user-numbers 

Stewart, D. W., & Shamdasani, P. (2017). Online Focus Groups. Journal of Advertising, 46(1), 48-60. 

doi:10.1080/00913367.2016.1252288 

Surowiecki, J. (2004). The wisdom of crowds: Why the many are smarter than the few and how 

collective wisdom shapes business, economies, societies, and nations. New York, NY, US: 

Doubleday & Co. 

Tandoc, E. C., & Johnson, E. (2016). Most students get breaking news first from Twitter. Newspaper 

Research Journal, 37(2), 153-166. doi:10.1177/0739532916648961 

Thackray, L. (2020, 9 June 2020). Defining drought: When can we finally say it is over? ABC News.  

The World Bank. (2017). World Development Report: Governance and the Law. Retrieved from  

https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2017 

Theron, P. M. (2015). Coding and data analysis during qualitative empirical research in Practical 

Theology. In die Skriflig, 49, 1-9. Retrieved from 

http://www.scielo.org.za/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S2305-

08532015000300011&nrm=iso 

Thomas, J. C. (2014). Citizen, Customer, Partner: Engaging the Public in Public Management: 

Engaging the Public in Public Management: Taylor & Francis. 

Todisco, L., Tomo, A., Canonico, P., Mangia, G., & Sarnacchiaro, P. (2020). Exploring social media 

usage in the public sector: Public employees' perceptions of ICT's usefulness in delivering 

value added. Socio-Economic Planning Sciences, 100858. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.seps.2020.100858 

Tooran, A., Sarkar, S., & Burgoyne, S. (2019). Capturing citizen voice online: Enabling smart 

participatory local government. Cities, 95, 102400. 

doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2019.102400 

Torres, L. H. (2007). Citizen sourcing in the public interest. Knowledge Management for Development 

Journal, 3(1), 134-145.  



443 
 

Trembath, M. (2018). South Hurstville woman, 55, bitten by Great White Shark on northern side of 

Botany Bay. Illawarra Mercury. Retrieved from 

https://www.illawarramercury.com.au/story/5248856/hurstville-woman-bitten-by-great-

white-shark-in-botany-bay/ 

Tsoukas, H. (2009). Craving for Generality and Small-N Studies: A Wittgensteinian Approach towards 

the Epistemology of the Particular in Organizational and Management Studies. In Buchanan, 

D., & Bryman, A. (Eds.), The Sage Handbook of Organizational Research Methods (pp. 17). 

Thousanks Oaks, Cali.: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

Tufekci, Z. (2014). Big Questions for Social Media Big Data: Representativeness, Validity and Other 

Methodological Pitfalls. Paper presented at the International AAAI Conference on Weblogs 

and Social Media. 

Turnbull, S. (2016). Protecting humans from sharks: What are the options? ABC News. Retrieved 

from https://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-11-01/protecting-humans-from-sharks-what-are-

the-options/7979206 

Uhlmann, S. S., & Broadhurst, M. K. (2015). Mitigating unaccounted fishing mortality from gillnets 

and traps. Fish and Fisheries, 16(2), 183-229. doi:10.1111/faf.12049 

van Dijck, J., & Poell, T. (2013). Understanding Social Media Logic. Media and Communication, 1(1), 

pp.2-14. doi:10.17645/mac.v1i1.70 

Vaughan, R., & Buss, T. (1998). Communicating Social Science Research to Policymakers. SAGE 

Publications, Inc. https://www.doi.org/10.4135/9781412983686 

Veerasamy, V. (2020). Social Media vs Social Networking: What’s the Difference? ReferralCandy Blog 

Retrieved from https://www.referralcandy.com/blog/difference-between-social-networks-

and-social-media  

Vega, S. (2019). Petition: Australia’s Shark Nets are Killing Hundreds of Marine Animals! One Green 

Planet. Retrieved from https://www.onegreenplanet.org/animalsandnature/petition-

australia-shark-nets-killing-marine-animals/ 

Vergeer, M. (2012). Politics, elections and online campaigning: Past, present . . . and a peek into the 

future. New Media & Society, 15(1), 9-17. doi:10.1177/1461444812457327 

Visontay, E. (2020, 14/10/20). High number of fatal Australian shark attacks prompts concern 

hunting grounds are shifting. The Guardian. Retrieved from 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/oct/14/high-number-of-fatal-australian-

shark-attacks-prompts-concern-hunting-grounds-are-shifting 

Vogel, R., Moulder, E., & Huggins, M. (2014). The extent of public participation. Public Management, 

96(2), 6-10.  

Vogler, S. (2016). Ballina protesters throw shark net at NSW Premier Mike Baird. The Australian. 

Retrieved from https://www.theaustralian.com.au/national-affairs/state-politics/ballina-

protesters-throw-shark-net-at-nsw-premier-mike-baird/news-

story/c1624ee87861eff141dd139d88bcbb42 

Waterloo, S. F., Baumgartner, S. E., Peter, J., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2017). Norms of online 

expressions of emotion: Comparing Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and WhatsApp. New 

Media & Society, 20(5), 1813-1831. doi:10.1177/1461444817707349 

Watters, J. K., & Biernacki, P. (1989). Targeted sampling: Options for the study of hidden 

populations. Social Problems, 36(4), 416-430. doi:10.1525/sp.1989.36.4.03a00070 



444 
 

Willems, L., & Tooran, A. (2015). Social Media for Public Involvement and Sustainability in 

International Planning and Development. International Journal of E-Planning Research 

(IJEPR), 4(4), 1-17. doi:10.4018/ijepr.2015100101 

Willis, J. (2007). Foundations of Qualitative Research: Interpretive and Critical Approaches. In. 

doi:10.4135/9781452230108 

Witzel, A., & Reiter, H. (2012a). Introduction. In The Problem-Centred Interview: Principles and 

Practice (pp. 1-11). doi:10.4135/9781446288030 

Witzel, A., & Reiter, H. (2012b). Processing PCIs. In The Problem-Centred Interview: Principles and 

Practice (pp. 95-122). doi:10.4135/9781446288030 

Witzel, A., & Reiter, H. (2012c). The Programme of the PCI. In The Problem-Centred Interview: 

Principles and Practice (pp. 12-34). doi:10.4135/9781446288030 

Yin, R. K. (2003). Case Study Research: Design and Methods: SAGE Publications. 

Young, M. (2019). Beaches close as shark attacks surfer near Byron Bay on NSW north coast. 

News.com.au. Retrieved from https://www.news.com.au/national/nsw-act/news/beaches-

close-as-shark-attacks-surfer-near-byron-bay-on-nsw-north-coast/news-

story/98447100838b09c744abf3be278f9d03 

Zirkel, S., & Pollack, T. M. (2016). “Just Let the Worst Students Go”: A Critical Case Analysis of Public 

Discourse About Race, Merit, and Worth. American Educational Research Journal, 53(6), 

1522-1555. doi:10.3102/0002831216676568 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



445 
 

Appendix 1. Systematic Mapping Study – Research Stages 

The systematic mapping study first developed a list of key words and search terms 

through conversation with active researchers in the field of social media and policy, as well 

as prior theoretical and practical sensitivity to the topic. These key words and search terms 

were as follows: 

 “Online comments” OR “reader comments” OR “posted comments” OR “social media 

comments” OR “talkbacks” OR “online public responses” OR “online public opinion” OR 

“online posts” OR “online attitudes” OR “social media posts” OR “social media sentiment” 

OR “social media attitudes”  

These key word and search terms were then used to search journal databases (Scopus, 

Web of Science, SAGE Journals, ProQuest, and EBSCO ASC) for studies related to the review 

topic. It was important for the review to gather studies from diverse research disciplines, and 

the choice of journal databases reflects this desired diversity.  The review then developed an 

inclusion/exclusion criteria to be applied to studies found (Appendix Table 1.1): 

Appendix Table 1.1 - Systematic mapping study inclusion/exclusion criteria 

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria  

 Used online citizen commentary as main data 

source  

 Online citizen commentary was unsolicited for the 

purposes of the study being conducted 

 Study included a fully manual qualitative analysis 

(did not exclude mixed method studies or studies 

using descriptive statistics to support qualitative 

analysis)  

 Studies were published after 2006 

 No explicit or implicit suggestion of how research 

findings relate to or can inform design, 

implementation, communication, or evaluation of 

public (government/public authority) policy  

 Methods of analysis and reporting are fully 

quantitative  

 Focuses on automation  

 Studies not accessible in full-text 

 Books and grey literature  
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 2006 was selected as it was the year that 

Facebook and Twitter were launched, and 

one year after YouTube was launched. 

These were 3 of the top 5 most used social 

media platforms by monthly user numbers 

at the time of searching in June 2019.  

 Studies not in English  

 Studies presenting non-peer reviewed material  

 Studies focusing on crisis-management or 

response 

 

All five of the abovementioned databases were searched using the key word and 

search terms. This initial search resulted in n = 7,502 articles, which was then reduced to n = 

57 studies through the application of the inclusion/exclusion criteria. A full-text reading was 

then carried out on the remaining studies to ensure they were appropriate for the review. 

This led to further exclusion of n = 30, as it became apparent that studies fell outside the 

scope of the research focus. This resulted in n = 26 studies remaining, on which backward 

snowball sampling was conducted (Dyba, Dingsoyr, & Hanssen, 2007). This process resulted 

in an additional n = 10 studies being added, with the final number of studies retained for full 

analysis being n = 36. For the full list of studies see Appendix 3. 

 As Petersen et al. (2015) suggest, mapping studies should result in an inventory of 

papers mapped to a classification. To aid this classification and the extraction of data from 

the n = 36 studies under review, data extraction categories were developed (Appendix Table 

1.2). Each of these data extraction categories has a clear link to one of the sub research 

questions outlined at the beginning of Section 5.2.1.  
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Appendix Table 1.2 - Systematic mapping study data extraction categories 

Data Extraction Category Research sub-question 
 

Terminology for data What terms were used in reference to data in the study? (e.g., online comments, citizen perspectives) 
 

Data source(s) used What data source(s) were used in the study? (e.g., online news websites, Facebook, Instagram etc.) 
 

Justification of data 
source(s) used 

Did the study provide justifications for the use of said data source(s)? If so, what justifications were provided? 
 

Data quantity What quantity of data was used in the study?  
 

Ethics Did the study report on any ethical considerations specific to this research approach? 
 
Did the study require or receive ethics approval from their relevant institution?  

Method of data extraction 
and reported 

advantages/disadvantages 

Did the study report on the method of data extraction used? If so, what was the method used? 
 
Did the study claim specific advantages or disadvantages related to the use of their data collection/extraction method? If so, what are these 
reported advantages/disadvantages? 
 

Method of data analysis 
and reported 

advantages/disadvantages 

Did the study report on the method(s) used to analyse their data? If so, what method(s) was/were reported on?  
 
Did the study claim specific advantages or disadvantages related to the use of their data analysis method? If so, what are these reported 
advantages/disadvantages? 
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Appendix 2. Systematic Mapping Study – Findings 
 

Appendix 2 fully accounts the findings from the systematic mapping study. Each 

category of findings is directly related to one of the research questions outlined in Chapter 

5.2.1. 

Appendix 2.1 Terminology used for online citizen commentary data  

 Altogether, 52 unique terms were employed in reference to the data that studies 

accessed and collected from social and online media platforms, with all studies using a 

minimum of two terms. The five most common terms applied to data were “comments” (n = 

28), “online comments” (n = 15), “reader comments” (n = 9), “public perceptions” (n = 6), and 

“public opinions” (n = 5).  

Appendix Table 2.1 shows the most frequently used stem words (e.g., ‘online’-

comments or ‘public’-attitudes). These were online- (n = 16), public- (n = 13), and reader- (n 

= 3). In total, these three stem words accounted for a total of 32 of the 52 variations used in 

reference to this type of data. 

Appendix Table 2.1- Terminology stem words 

 

 

Stem word Variation examples Number of variations Number of studies 

Online -  online comments 
online data  
online postings 

16 23 

Public -  public attitudes  
public comments  
public opinions 

14 18 

Reader -  Reader comments 
Reader online responses 
Reader responses 

3 10 
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Appendix 2.2 Where was data sourced? 

Appendix Figure 2.1 shows the sources of data used across the reviewed studies. Some 

studies used more than one source of data, and this is discussed below. The comment sections 

provided after online news media articles were the most frequently used source of data by a 

large margin (n = 28). All other sources of data were used by five or fewer studies, as 

documented in Appendix Figure 2.1.  

Appendix Table 2.2 - Single and multiple data sources and single and multiple data source 

types 

 

Appendix Table 2.2 breaks down how many sources of data were used across the 

reviewed studies, as well as how many studies gathered data from single or multiple data 

source ‘types’. Eight out of 36 studies gathered data from a single source, while 28 studies 

used multiple sources of data. If online news media and online magazine sites are considered 

the same data source type, then the majority of studies (n = 30) gathered data from a single 

Data gathered from… Number of studies 

Single source (e.g., New York Times) 8 

Multiple sources (e.g., New York Times AND The Washington Post) 28 

Single source type (e.g., Online news sites) 30 

Multiple source types (e.g., Online news sites AND Facebook) 6 

1

1

1

3

4

4

5

28

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Twitter

Myspace

Reddit

Blogs

Online magazine sites

Facebook

Discussion forums/Message boards

Online news sites

Appendix Fig. 2.1 Data source types (n=36)

Appendix Figure 2.1 - Data source types 
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data source type. Only six studies gathered data from multiple source types—for example 

online news sites (e.g., New York Times), as well as social media platforms (e.g., Facebook).  

Appendix 2.3 Data quantity used  

 Given the numerous terms used in reference to data (see Terminology used for online 

data), comparing the quantity of data used across studies was challenging. Most reviewed 

studies, however, did at some point refer to their data as ‘comments’ (e.g., n = 3,300 

comments were collected and analysed). For studies that employed the term comments, the 

largest quantity of data used was 3,636 comments, and the smallest was 262. The mean 

number of comments used across studies employing that term was 1,473. For studies that 

used alternative terminology, the smallest quantities were ’33 posts’ and ’49 excerpts’, and 

the largest were ‘2,096 talkbacks’ and ‘2,672 sentiment items’.  

 Half of the studies (n = 18) did not provide any additional information about their data, 

while the other half provided details such as: 

 how much data came from specific sources (e.g., 230 comments from the New York 

Times, and 330 from The Washington Post) 

 how many individuals contributed to their data set (e.g., 230 comments from 100 

commenters) 

 how many individual words made up their data set (e.g., 261 comments, 20,234 

words) 

 the average amount of data gathered from each data source (e.g., 3,636 comments 

attached to 83 news stories, averaging 44 comments per article)   
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Appendix 2.4 Justifications for data sources used  

Most studies justified their selection of data sources using one or more of 12 different 

logics. Nine of the 36 studies did not justify their choice of specific data sources, while one 

study claimed to have collected a fully comprehensive sample of all possible sources for their 

topic.  

For those that did justify the use of specific data sources, the most common 

justification was the size of readership numbers for the chosen online news media websites 

or social media pages (n = 14). Studies using this justification regularly referenced 

readership/circulation numbers for their chosen source(s) compared to others. One study 

explains, for example, “we chose a British tabloid newspaper, Daily Mail, because it is one of 

the three biggest selling newspapers in Britain (which are The Sun, the Daily Mail and the 

Daily Mirror)" (Jaspal, Nerlich, & Koteyko, 2012, p. 388). The next most common justification 

was the number of comments or commenters on a given news media article or social media 

post (n = 6). This justification was premised on the belief that more comments or commenters 

reflected a higher level of public engagement and hence indicated the relative importance of 
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Appendix Figure 2.2 - Justification of data source(s) 



452 
 

the article or post. As one study notes, “we assume that readers respond to articles that 

resonate with them and hence the number of comments posted in connection with an article 

is a measure of the importance of the article to readers” (Henrich & Holmes, 2011, p. 2). The 

demographic spread of a source’s readership was the third most common justification (n = 5). 

When employing this justification, studies often referred to census or survey data to support 

claims of demographic diversity. Justifications for the use of specific data sources that were 

cited by fewer than four studies included: 

 the accessibility of the data source for contributors (e.g., it was free and easily 

accessible for members of the public to contribute to discussions rather than available 

only to paying members); 

 diversity of ownership for the sources used (e.g., commercial, public, or independent); 

 that the study had a geographically specific context and hence selected sources from 

that locality (e.g., Lei et al. (2015) notes that they sampled news sites from British 

Columbia, Canada, as the policy under study was specific to that province); 

 the source or sources were considered ‘high profile’ and hence culturally significant 

or influencing wider public discourse; 

 diversity in the political orientation of the sources used (e.g., conservative and 

progressive online news media sites), and; 

 that the sources were publishers of original content rather than aggregators.  

Three studies referred to the use of established guidelines for the identification and 

justification of the data sources used in their research. Kozinets (2010) approach to 

ethnographic research online, called ‘netnography’, was used by De Brún et al. (2014), Giles 

et al. (2015), and Mehmet et al. (2018). Netnographic research immerses the researcher in 
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online discussions and perspectives about a topic, providing important contextual 

understanding for the topic being investigated (Mehmet et al., 2018). De Brún et al. (2014) 

explain how Kozinets’ (2010) netnography aids the identification and justification of online 

data sources: “online communities should be favoured for investigation if they have the 

following characteristics: a user group relevant to the research question, a high volume of 

comments, a large number of individual posters, more detailed or rich data, and more 

between-member interactions” (p. 75). Justifications for sources resembled those proffered 

by (Kozinets, 2016) insofar as they emphasised high volume, diversity of perspectives, or 

specific relevance to the topic under study. 

Appendix 2.5 Ethics  

 Ethical considerations associated with this form of online research were discussed by 

22 of the 36 reviewed studies. Appendix Figure 2.3 shows nine distinct ethical themes that 

emerged from the reviewed studies.  

The most common ethical discussion referred to researchers’ belief that comments 

posted to social and online media platforms were considered part of the public domain (n = 
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14). These studies often claimed that commenters should assume their contributions would 

be read by others if the place of commenting was publicly viewable. Moreover, a number of 

these studies argued that contributors to online discussions should have no reasonable 

expectation of privacy, and hence their contributions were admissible as research data.  

The next most common ethical discussion centred on the use of aliases or pseudonyms 

when quoting directly from comment data (n = 6). Most studies agreed that the use of 

pseudonyms enabled researchers to ensure the anonymity of commenters and therefore 

make the tracing of comments back to individuals more difficult. Ethical considerations cited 

by five or fewer studies included: 

 the importance of maintaining the anonymity of commenters;  

 whether it was possible or necessary to gain informed consent from contributors to 

discussions on social and online media platforms; 

 whether this form of research was considered to involve human subjects; 

 the inability to contact commenters after research had concluded; 

 whether comments should be paraphrased to ensure anonymity of commenters or if 

paraphrasing distorted an accurate reflection of online discussion; 

 the level of potential risk or harm to contributors if their comments were used in 

research, and; 

 whether it was possible or necessary to acquire permission from the websites 

(sources) used for data collection. 

Five of the reviewed studies reported that their approach to online research ethics 

was informed by established guidelines. These guidelines included the British Psychological 

Society (BPS), the Association of Internet Researchers, as well as Kozinets’ (Kozinets, 2010, 
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2016) netnographic approach to research online (as discussed in the Justification for data 

sources section). As one paper exemplifies, “there is no consensus regarding major ethical 

issues of anonymity, informed consent, and assessing whether communications should be 

considered public or private…the current study drew on the guidelines of Kozinets (2010) and 

the BPS Working Group (2007)” (De Brún et al., 2014, p. 75).  

Appendix 2.6 Method of data extraction and reported 

advantages/disadvantages  

There was a noticeable absence of information about the methods of data collection 

used in the studies. Two thirds (26 of 36) of the studies did not provide any information about 

how they collected or extracted their data from the sources they had outlined. A number of 

these studies referred to the use of qualitative data analysis software such as NVivo (n = 9), 

yet did not discuss how data were collected and then transferred to such software.  

For the studies that did report on a method of data collection/extraction, the majority 

used a manual ‘copy and paste’ method (n = 5) whereby data (comments) were copied from 

the original site and pasted into an Excel or Word document. Other studies vaguely described 

a process of storing comments as a separate electronic file (n = 2), with one study even 

reporting that they had printed out all comments in their dataset. Only two studies reported 
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the use of more advanced data extraction software, one of which was purposefully designed 

for the study (Keelan, Pavri, Balakrishnan, & Wilson, 2010), while the other was a more 

widely-used program called R Package Social Lab (Mehmet et al., 2018). These latter two 

studies that employed automated extraction software were the only studies to claim 

advantages for their chosen data collection methods. The first study suggested that their 

purpose-build program enabled them to maintain the original look and form of the data they 

collected. The second study reported that use of R Package Social Lab was benefited by its 

ability to gather posts, accompanying comments, as well as replies. None of the 36 studies 

reported any disadvantages to their method of data collection.  

Appendix 2.7 Method of data analysis and reported advantages/disadvantages  

 

 Thirteen methods of analysis were employed across the 36 reviewed studies, with 

methods often reported as providing specific advantages and disadvantages for analysing 

data gathered from social and online media platforms.  
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Thematic analysis was by far the most commonly used method of data analysis (n = 22 

studies). Thematic analysis was appreciated for its flexibility—first to identify and then to 

compare important themes within large data sets, offering a quick and resource-efficient 

method to explore attitudes expressed online. It was considered disadvantaged, however, by 

the possible distorting influence of researcher interpretation, and the risk of forcing data into 

themes resulting in a loss of nuanced understanding. Descriptive statistics were also common 

(n = 10 studies), and were often used in combination with thematic analysis. Basic content 

analysis (n = 6 studies) was thought to be most useful when quantifying whether a significant 

amount of comments could be categorised into certain content codes, therefore determining 

their effectiveness in understanding citizen thinking. It was thought to be disadvantaged by 

its often restrictive approach to assigning content codes and its inability to deal with the 

varied ways individuals communicate online. Critical discourse analysis (n = 3) was 

advantaged by its ability to provide insight into how reality is constructed by individuals and 

groups online through talk and text. This insight into the construction of shared reality 

through language was considered vital in developing and understanding of how people 

describe social phenomena. Methods of analysis that were used by two or fewer studies 

included: 

 Appraisal analysis  

 Critical race theory  

 Framing analysis  

 Rhetorical analysis  

 Sentiment analysis  

 Discourse analysis  
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 Mixed-method  

 Social network analysis  

 Textual analysis  

 Discourse analysis  

A possible explanation for the large group of thematic studies is that many of the 

reviewed papers noted that theirs was the first to explore a particular topic through the use 

of online citizen commentary data. The fact that these were initial exploratory studies fits 

with the choice of an analytic method with capacity to be responsive and open to identify and 

compare broad themes in a dataset. 
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Appendix 4. Netnographic research techniques for identifying 

appropriate data sources 
 

Kozinets (2019) describes netnography as  “a set of general instructions relating to a 

specific way to conduct qualitative social media research using a combination of 25 different 

research practices grouped into three distinct categories of data collection, data analysis, and 

data interpretation ‘movements’” (p. 7). Kozinets’ (2019) three movements to qualitative 

social media research provide detailed procedures for researchers seeking to understand “the 

cultural experiences that encompass and are reflected within the traces, practices, networks 

and systems of social media” (p. 14).  

 Netnography comprises six procedural movements: (1) initiation, (2) investigation, (3) 

immersion, (4) interaction, (5) integration, (6) incarnation. Detailing each of these movements 

is outside the scope or capacity of this thesis, and Kozinets has written extensively on their 

components and use across three books and numerous articles (2010, 2016, 2019). This 

appendix, therefore, will only outline the components relevant to the Systematic Approach 

as outlined in Chapter 5.3, specifically Stage Two: Identifying and justifying data sources.  

 Kozinets (2019) divides suggested methods of data collection (including the 

identification and selection of sources) into investigation, immersion, and interaction. Each of 

these approaches contains increasing degrees of interaction between the researcher and the 

online spaces they are researching, as indicated by their labels. For the purposes of the 

Systematic Approach, we are interested here in Kozinets’ advice for method of ‘investigation’. 

Much like the Systematic Approach, the investigation stage of Kozinets’ (2019) model is 

“directed by the focus imparted by the research question” (p. 140). When investigating, a 

researcher uses search engines to “reveal sites as well as individual conversations, topics and 
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sub-topics, tags such as hashtags, and visual images” (2019, p. 140). This process enables the 

researcher to scout and examine various online spaces to judge their appropriateness as data 

sources. The data that researchers are seeking “are created by generally unknown others” (p. 

193), and often originally written “for reasons other than as a response to the particular 

research study” (p. 193). These data accords with passive citizensourcing as outlined in 

Chapter 2.2.2.  

 But what are the specific protocols for finding and selecting appropriate data sources? 

Kozinets (2019) recommends five ‘operations’ for investigating. Only with the first four, 

however, are described here—the last being ‘save,’ which is covered in Stage 4 of the 

Systematic Approach outlined in Chapter 5.3. The operations are: 

1. Simplify 

Simplifying involves rendering the research question and topic into key search words that 

can be used to explore numerous platforms and online sites. Important to note is that this 

process is likely to be iterative, and new key words and concepts may arise through time spent 

searching various online sites. 

2. Search 

The search operation requires the research to use the output of the simplification stage 

and “enter the keywords, search terms, hashtags, trending words, and their variations into 

any social media site search function and data search engine” (Kozinets, 2019, p. 220). This 

process will differ across platforms, and the user should familiarise themselves with the 

search features of each platforms—e.g., regarding specific pages, groups, public forums, and 
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videos. Kozinets’ (2019) notes that the objective here is to be thorough, not comprehensive, 

and to find “high-quality data that you can investigate further” (p. 220). 

3. Scout  

Scouting is the operation that requires the most time and investment from the researcher. 

Scouting involves “reading through your search results, following them, and exploring the 

general sets of sites returned by your search” (Kozinets, 2019, p. 223). This operation is 

centred on exploration and learning, in which “you read data in real time. To inspect it. To 

scrutinize it” (2019, p. 224). Scouting also allows the researcher to begin filtering appropriate 

online sites for the selection process. Kozinets (2019) summarises this operation, noting that 

“you are looking for specific social media platforms, specific sections of social media 

platforms, and specific social media conversations and posts that can help you answer your 

question. Once you find these platforms, sections of platforms, and conversations that are of 

interest to your project, clearly record their locations and outline their general content” (p. 

224).  

4. Select  

The investigation operations up until this point have helped to identify possible data 

sources through thorough search and scouting processes. Selecting and justifying the data 

sources to be used is the final stage of Kozinets’ (2019) investigation operations that the 

Systematic Approach incorporates into Stage 2: Identifying and justifying your data sources.  

Selecting operations employ five criteria through which to select and justify data sources 

for the eventual sample. Social media sites should be favoured for selection if they judged to 

meet these criteria: 
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Relevance 

 “Sites of information which meaningful bear upon or are connected with the research 

question and research focus” (p. 227) 

 “The data source should at minimum provide some sense of understanding relating to 

the question. To nuance or inform it” (p. 227) 

 Good practice to include statements explaining why and how sources were judged as 

relevant  

Activity 

 Incorporates the idea of recency and the “regularity of the flow of information on the 

social media data site” (p. 228) 

 Judgement can be eased by focusing on events/announcements that spark social 

media activity and public discussion 

 Good practice to include statements explaining how and why sources were judged as 

being active in the context of the research 

Interactivity 

 Users are interested in how people are interacting and communicating about the 

research topic  

 Users should be on the lookout for meaningful communal relations: two-or-more-way 

communication, interaction, language, cultural exchange, and emotion (Kozinets, 

2019) 

 Good practice to include statements on the number of individual contributors to 

discussions or sites that were selected 
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Diversity 

 “Diversity reflects the need for the data site to contain the expression of different 

types of perspectives” (p. 228) 

 While diversity might be hard to maintain in specific discussions or specific sections of 

social media platforms, appropriate selection of sources across source types, as well 

as political orientation and geographic area can help in achieving diversity  

Richness 

 Rich data (also called deep data) comes in detailed stories and descriptions 

 “Because it is descriptive, anecdotal, and often well crafted, rich data contains a lot of 

context – links to particular social, cultural, and physical environments and identities” 

(p. 229) 

 “Rich or deep data also represent opinions and perspectives that may be widely held 

among other posters, but they are expressed in a more evocative and eloquent way 

than is usual” (p. 229) 
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Appendix 5. Proactive investigation – Full topic list  

This appendix contains all 26 topics used in the proactive investigation, along with their 

corresponding number, why they were included, and their definition.  

Topic # Topic name Why included Definition 

1 Sharks (general) Key public Reference to sharks specifically 

2 Swimmers Key public References to swimmers as stakeholder group 

3 Surfers Key public References to surfers as stakeholder group 

4 Lifeguards Key public References to lifeguards as stakeholder group 

5 Environmentalists Key public References to swimmers as stakeholder group 

6 Shark management (broad) RQ References to shark management broadly (no 

specific policy) 

7 Shark meshing/nets RQ References to shark meshing/shark nets as policy 

option, or to the SMP more broadly  

8 Drones RQ References to the use of drones as shark 

management  

9 Shark SMART drumlines RQ References to the use of SMART drumlines as shark 

management  

10 Personal deterrents  Experience References to the use of personal deterrents as 

shark management  

11 Clever Buoys Experience References to the use of clever buoys as shark 

management  

12 Shark SMART App Experience References to the use of the shark SMART app as 

shark management  

13 Shark management technology Experience References to broad or unspecified emerging or 

possible technology for shark management  

14 Council (local government) Experience References to local government or councils in the 

context of shark management  

15 State government Key public References to the NSW government in the context of 

shark management 

16 Federal government Experience References to the federal government in the context 

of shark management 

17 Government authorities (general) Experience References to broad or unspecified government 

authorities in the context of shark management 

18 Dept. of Primary Industries RQ References to the NSW DPI in the context of shark 

management 

19 Media Experience References to the media in the context of shark 

management and related coverage 
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20 Aerial Patrols Emergent References to the use of aerial patrols as shark 

management 

21 Eco Barriers Emergent References to the use of eco barriers as shark 

management 

22 Education (as mgmt. strategy) Emergent References to the use of education as shark 

management 

23 Shark culling Emergent References to the use of shark culling as shark 

management  

24 Bubble curtains Emergent References to the use of bubble curtains as shark 

management 

25 Electrical shark repellent Emergent References to the use of electrical shark repellents 

as shark management 

26 Shark research Emergent References to shark research (broad) for shark 

management  
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Appendix 6. Proactive investigation – Full list of 

understanding/misunderstand sub-codes and their definitions 
 

This appendix includes all 54 of the understanding and misunderstanding sub-codes 

identified in relation to the proactive investigation, along with definitions for each. 

Understanding/misunderstanding 
sub-code 

Definition of sub-code 

Sharks are a known risk when you 
enter the ocean 

Commenters held an understanding that sharks are a 

known risk for those entering the ocean and that people 

know this. 

Sharks natural habitat is the ocean 
and have no choice but to be there 

Commenters held an understanding that the natural 

habitat of sharks is the ocean and they have no choice but 

to be there, whereas humans decide to use the ocean. 

Shark attacks are rare 
Commenters held an understanding that shark attacks are 

a rare event.  

Sharks are blamed for incidents no 
matter the context 

Commenters held an understanding that sharks are 

blamed for any incident involving humans, even if the 

human was at fault. 

Sharks do not want or mean to hurt 
humans 

Commenters held an understanding that sharks do not 

mean to hurt humans, are not interested in eating them, 

and that any incidents involving humans are an 

unfortunate case of mistaken identity. 

Shark numbers are increasing 
uncontrollably 

Commenters held an understanding that the number of 

sharks is increasing at an uncontrolled rate and that 

something must be done.  

Humans are entitled to some of the 
ocean 

Commenters held an understanding that humans deserve 

or are entitled to at least some of the beach and that 

sharks should learn to share. 

Location of shark mesh nets unknown 
Commenters were unaware or did not understand where 

shark mesh nets were placed or used.  

Uncertainty if shark mesh nets work as 
intended 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure if shark 

mesh nets actually worked at stopping shark incidents. 

Shark mesh nets kill/harm marine life 
indiscriminately 

Commenters held an understanding that shark mesh nets 

kill and harm marine life indiscriminately, rather than 

targeting only dangerous sharks. 

Shark mesh nets do not work as 
intended 

Commenters held an understanding that shark mesh nets 

do not actually work at stopping or reducing shark 

incidents. 

Shark mesh nets work as intended 
Commenters held an understanding that shark mesh nets 

work at stopping or reducing shark incidents.  
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Shark mesh nets do not cover entire 
beaches as commonly believed 

Commenters held an understanding that shark mesh nets 

do not cover entire beaches, but rather only a small 

section, and that many other wrongly believe that they 

do. 

Shark mesh nets attract other sharks 
when a shark is caught in them 

Commenters held an understanding that when a shark is 

caught in a mesh net, that it attracts other sharks to the 

area. 

Shark mesh nets give people peace of 
mind when using the ocean 

Commenters held an understanding that shark mesh nets 

are useful because they provide peace of mind to people 

who use the ocean. 

Shark mesh nets give people a false 
sense of security when using the ocean 

Commenters held an understanding that shark mesh nets 

are dangerous because they create a false sense of 

security for ocean users who should remain alert to the 

possible danger or presence of sharks. 

Shark mesh nets are designed to stop 
sharks setting up a territory 

Commenters held an understanding that the purpose of 

shark mesh nets is to stop sharks setting up a territory at 

a particular beach. 

Shark mesh nets have repelling 
mechanisms that scare away non-

target marine life 

Commenters held an understanding that shark mesh nets 

were designed with a mechanism that repelled and scared 

away any non-target marine life. 

Shark mesh nets are checked regularly 
by authorities for trapped animals 

Commenters held an understanding that shark mesh nets 

are regularly checked by the relevant authorities for any 

trapped animals and that those trapped animals were 

released. 

Shark mesh nets are only used to 
please tourists and local businesses 

Commenters held an understanding that shark mesh nets 

were only used to please tourists and local businesses 

that relied on beach goers.  

Shark mesh nets are old and outdated 
technology 

Commenters held an understanding that shark mesh nets 

are an outdated and old method that have been 

superseded by more advanced shark mitigation 

technology.  

Shark mesh nets would be acceptable 
if improved to minimise harm to non-

target marine life 

Commenters held an understanding that while shark 

mesh nets are not acceptable in their current design, they 

would be okay if they were improved so as not to harm 

any non-target marine life. 

SMART Drumlines kill sharks and other 
marine life 

Commenters held an understanding that SMART 

Drumlines kill sharks and other marine life that are 

caught. 

SMART Drumlines are cruel and 
harmful to sharks and other non-

target species 

Commenters held an understanding that SMART 

Drumlines are cruel and harmful in the way that they 

catch sharks and other non-target species. 

Uncertainty whether SMART 
Drumlines kill sharks when caught 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure if sharks 

that were caught on SMART Drumlines were killed. 
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Uncertainty whether SMART 
Drumlines catch non-target species 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure if SMART 

Drumlines caught any non-target species or only 

dangerous sharks.  

Uncertainty whether SMART 
Drumlines effectiveness has been 

proven 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure if the 

effectiveness of SMART Drumlines as a shark mitigation 

strategy has been proven  

SMART Drumlines attract other sharks 
to the area when a shark is caught 

Commenters held an understanding that when a shark is 

caught on a SMART Drumline, that is attracts other sharks 

to the area. 

SMART Drumlines are ineffective 
because sharks can just return after 

being released 

Commenters held an understanding that SMART 

Drumlines were an effective shark mitigation strategy 

because sharks were able to return after being released. 

SMART Drumlines are good for 
research about sharks 

Commenters held an understanding that SMART 

Drumlines were beneficial for research about sharks and 

their habits. 

Drones can keep people safe by 
alerting them to ocean conditions in 

real time 

Commenters held an understanding that drones are a 

useful tool for keeping ocean users safe as they can alert 

them to dangers, be they sharks or ocean conditions, in 

real time.  

Drones can help swimmers in trouble 
by dropping floatation devices or 
spotting them in rough conditions 

Commenters held an understanding that drones are a 

useful tool as they help ocean users by dropping 

floatation devices and spotting them in rough conditions 

when a human might not be able to. 

Drones currently offer a relatively 
superior option compared to other 

shark mitigation strategies 

Commenters held an understanding that drones are 

relatively superior compared to current shark mitigation 

strategies being used. 

Drones create a false sense of security 
for ocean users 

Commenters held an understanding that drones are 

dangerous because they create a false sense of security 

for ocean users who should remain alert to the possible 

danger or presence of sharks. 

Drones will increase fear of sharks by 
increasing awareness of their presence 

Commenters held an understanding that using drones 

would increase the public’s fear of sharks by increasing 

awareness of their presence, which had always been 

there but was unknown.  

Drones will impinge on the privacy of 
beach and ocean users 

Commenters held an understanding that drones would 

surveil beach and ocean users and impinge on their 

privacy    

Uncertainty about the cost of drones 
as a shark mitigation strategy and 

who will pay 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure about 

how much drones would cost to implement as a shark 

mitigation strategy, and who would pay for them. 

Uncertainty about the possible flight 
duration of drones and their recharge 

time 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure about 

how long drones were able to fly for, and how long they 

took to recharge between flights. 
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Uncertainty about how drones can 
help ocean users in real time 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure how 

drones could be used to help ocean users in real time if 

there happened to be a shark incident.  

Uncertainty about which beaches 
would be patrolled by drones 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure which 

beaches would be patrolled by drones and how this would 

be decided. 

Uncertainty about the flight 
capabilities of drones in high wind 

conditions 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure whether 

drones could operate, or how well they would work, in 

windy conditions.  

Uncertainty about the visual capacity 
of drones to detect sharks in deep or 

murky water 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure whether 

drones were capable of spotting sharks when the water 

was deep or murky.  

Uncertainty about the legality of flying 
drones in public spaces such as 

beaches 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure whether 

it was legal to fly drones in public spaces such as beaches. 

Drones will lead to an increase in 
interference with sharks and other 

marine life 

Commenters held an understanding that the use of 

drones was gateway or slippery slope to increased 

interference with sharks and other marine life. 

Surfer put themselves in dangerous 
situations 

Commenters held an understanding that surfers, as a 

group of ocean users, put themselves in dangerous 

situations. 

Clever Buoys keep ocean users safe by 
creating early warning systems for 

sharks 

Commenters held an understanding that Clever Buoys 

were a helpful mitigation strategy as could alert ocean 

users to the nearby presence of sharks.  

The Dept. of Primary Industries are 
only interested in shark research and 
not the safety or protection of ocean 

users 

Commenters held an understanding that the DPI had a 

primary interest in researching sharks, rather than 

protecting ocean users, and that this interest dominated 

their decision making about the use of shark mitigation 

strategies. 

The Dept. of Primary Industries lie 
about the true number of sharks 

caught or killed 

Commenters held an understanding that the DPI lied to 

the public about the true number of sharks caught and 

killed each year by different mitigation strategies. 

The Shark SMART App is unreliable 
because it is based on community 

reporting 

Commenters held an understanding that the Shark 

SMART App could not be relied upon as a strategy for 

shark mitigation as it was based on community reporting 

rather than information from trusted authorities. 

The Shark SMART App allows people 
to make more informed choices about 

their ocean use 

Commenters held an understanding that the Shark 

SMART App was useful for beach and ocean users as 

enabled them to make informed choices about which 

beaches to use and at what times. 

Uncertainty about the impact of 
electric shark repellent technology on 

other marine life 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure about 

the impact that electric shark repellent technology had on 

marine life. 
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Uncertainty whether the effectiveness 
of personal shark deterrent technology 

has been proven 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure whether 

the effectiveness of personal shark deterrent technology 

had been tested or proven to work. 

The electromagnetism emitted by 
personal shark deterrent devices 

harms sharks and other marine life 

Commenters held an understanding that personal shark 

deterrent devices emitted electromagnetism which was 

harmful to sharks and other marine life. 

The media create unnecessary fear 
about sharks 

Commenters held an understanding that the media 

create unnecessary fear about sharks in order to sell more 

papers or get more readers.  
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Appendix 7. Reactive investigation – Full topic list 

This appendix contains all 18 topics used in the reactive investigation, along with their 

corresponding number, why they were included, and their definition.  

Topic # Topic name Why included Definition 

1  Incident Victim  RQ References to the incident victim  

2 Incident beach (all geographic 

variations) 

RQ References to the beach where the incident took 

place (inc. La Perouse, Little Congwong, or Botany 

Bay) 

3 Beach/ocean use (general) RQ References to beach or ocean use in general 

4 Shark (specific to incident) Key public References to the shark involved in the incident 

5 Sharks (general) Key public References to sharks as a species in general 

6 Council (local government) Key public References to local government or council of the 

area where the incident took place 

7 State government Key public References to the NSW government  

8 Federal government Key public References to the Federal government 

9 Government authorities (not 

specified) 

Key public References to broad of unspecified government 

authorities  

10 Dept. of Primary Industries Key public References to the Dept. of Primary Industries 

11 Shark management (not 

specified) 

RQ References to shark management broadly (no 

specified policy) 

12 Shark meshing program RQ References to the shark meshing program or shark 

nets in general 

13 Drones RQ References to the use of drones as shark 

management 

14 SMART drumlines RQ References to SMART drumlines as shark 

management 

15 Shark education  Emergent References to the use of education about sharks as 

shark management 

16 Shark culling Emergent References to the use of shark culling as shark 

management 

17 Shark smart app Emergent References to the use of the shark smart app as 

shark management 

18 Personal shark deterrent devices Emergent References to the use of personal shark deterrent 

devices as shark management  
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Appendix 8. Reactive investigation – Full list of 

understanding/misunderstanding sub-codes and their definitions 
 

This appendix includes all 30 of the understanding and misunderstanding sub-codes 

identified in relation to the reactive investigation, along with definitions for each. 

Understanding sub-code Definition of sub-code 

Swimming at dusk/dawn increases the 
likelihood of shark incidents 

Commenters held an understanding that swimming or 

using the ocean at dusk or dawn increases the likelihood 

of a shark incident occurring. 

Swimming at dusk/dawn does not 
increase the likelihood of shark 

incidents relative to any other time of 
the day 

Commenters held an understanding that swimming or 

using the ocean at dusk or dawn does not increase the 

likelihood of a shark incident occurring relative to any 

other time of the day.  

Swimming in deep water increases the 
likelihood of shark incidents 

Commenters held an understanding that swimming or 

using the ocean in deep water (far from shore) increases 

the likelihood of a shark incident occurring. 

Swimming near bait fish increases the 
likelihood of shark incidents 

Commenters held an understanding that swimming or 

using the ocean when bait fish are present increases the 

likelihood of a shark incident occurring. 

Swimming near people fishing 
increases the likelihood of shark 

incidents 

Commenters held an understanding that swimming or 

using the ocean near people who are fishing increases the 

likelihood of a shark incident occurring.  

Swimming alone increases danger of 
ocean use  

Commenters held an understanding that swimming or 

using the ocean while alone increases the danger of ocean 

use. 

Swimming near river mouth or bay 
increases the likelihood of shark 

incidents 

Commenters held an understanding that swimming or 

using the ocean near a river mouth or the opening to a 

bay increases the likelihood of a shark incident occurring. 

Swimming when overcast increases 
the likelihood of shark incidents 

Commenters held an understanding that swimming or 

using the ocean in overcast weather conditions increases 

the likelihood of a shark incident occurring. 

Swimming when overcast does not 
increase the likelihood of shark 

incidents relative to other weather 
conditions 

Commenters held an understanding that swimming or 

using the ocean in overcast weather conditions does not 

increase the likelihood of a shark incident occurring 

relative to other weather conditions.  

Sharks live in the ocean and their 
presence should not be surprising or 

newsworthy 

Commenters held an understanding that sharks obviously 

live in the ocean, and that because of this it should not 

surprise anyone when they are seen, nor should it be 

considered newsworthy.  
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Sharks natural habitat is the ocean 
and have no choice but to be there 

Commenters held an understanding that the natural 

habitat of sharks is the ocean and they have no choice but 

to be there, whereas humans decide to use the ocean. 

The shark should be left alone 

Commenters held an understanding that the shark 

involved in the incident should be left alone and not 

hunted or caught because of what happened. 

Shark incidents are rare and therefore 
unlucky 

Commenters held an understanding that shark incidents 

are a rare event, and that their occurrence is purely bad 

luck. 

Sharks are a known risk when you 
enter the ocean 

Commenters held an understanding that sharks are a 

known risk when you enter the ocean and that people 

know this. 

Uncertainty about shark feeding times 
and if they are nocturnal 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure about 

the feeding habits of sharks, including what time they ate, 

and whether or not they were a nocturnal animal. 

Sharks don’t mean to hurt humans, 
incidents are a mistake 

Commenters held an understanding that sharks do not 

mean to hurt humans, are not interested in eating them, 

and that any incidents involving humans are an 

unfortunate case of mistaken identity.  

Shark numbers are increasing and 
need to be controlled 

Commenters held an understanding that the number of 

sharks is increasing at an uncontrolled rate and that 

something must be done.  

Shark incidents are increasing 

Commenters held an understanding that the number of 

shark incidents is increasing in Australia or NSW and that 

something must be done to stop this trend. 

Shark incidents are only a matter of 
time, they will happen occasionally 

Commenters held an understanding that shark incidents 

are bound to happen occasionally, and that no amount of 

shark mitigation will stop all incident from happening. 

Incident beach is a known ‘shark 
location’ 

Commenters held an understanding that the incident 

beach (La Perouse), and the surrounding areas, were  

known shark locations where sharks were often spotted 

or caught.  

Uncertainty about state of incident 
beach regarding closures 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure about 

the state of the incident beach after the incident, and 

whether or not it had been closed to the public. 

Uncertainty about where incident 
beach was located and what beaches 

were close by 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure where 

the incident beach was located or what other beaches 

were close by.  

The incident beach should have 
increased shark mitigation because of 

the incident 

Commenters held an understanding that the incident 

beach should now have increased shark mitigation due to 

the incident. 

The incident beach was not known as 
a 'shark location' 

Commenters held an understanding that the incident 

beach (La Perouse), and the surrounding areas, were not 
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a known shark location, and that sharks were not often 

spotted or caught. 

NSW generally is known as a shark 
location 

Commenters held an understanding that the state of NSW 

in general is known shark location where sharks are often 

spotted or caught. 

Beaches with shark nets are safer for 
ocean users relative to beaches 

without 

Commenters held an understanding that beaches with 

shark mesh nets are safer for ocean users relative to 

beaches without them. 

Uncertainty what beaches had shark 
nets installed 

Commenters did not understand or were unsure what 

Sydney and NSW beaches had shark mesh nets installed.  

Patrolled beaches are safer for ocean 
users relative to beaches without 

Commenters held an understanding that patrolled 

beaches with lifeguards are safer for ocean users relative 

to unpatrolled beaches.  

Personal deterrents make ocean users 
safer from sharks 

Commenters held an understanding that the use of 

personal shark deterrent devices made ocean users safer 

from sharks by decreasing the likelihood of a shark 

incident. 

Authorities are responsible for 
protecting ocean users 

Commenters held an understanding that government 

authorities are ultimately responsible for the safety and 

protection of ocean users.  
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