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The relationship between you and those who might be using social media

Some element of control…in our case, students
A smaller element of control – service users

The general public

Commenting about you? About others?
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Day 1: 150,000 views...
Day 3: 500,000 views...
One month: 5,000,000

By April 2014...nearly 14 million

A frequently quoted example of social media complaints...and of terrible PR and 
customer service

(and he got two new guitars.)
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Two categories of social media postings that involve us.

In the second, people may not even realise we are listening.

They may talk in a way they would not talk to us. They may simply be expressing an 
opinion and not expecting a response.

This raises issues of when we should respond and how, and considerations of 
freedom of expression.
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Thinking of social profiles as a physical space – “mine”…our space, bringing people in

The pub conversation

“But it wasn’t intended for you”

Sometimes social media posts are brought to our attention by others, breaching the 
privacy that had been set up. Does that influence how we should act or whether we 
should act?

Is it abusive if the person being abused does not know about it? In law there is 
(Communications Act)

What do you do about anonymous postings? Or anonymous complainants?
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Spot: think about how you will monitor. Active vs. reactive.

Categorise: think about what kind of issue this is. Helps decide whether to engage, 
monitor or ignore.

Acknowledge: if you’re engaging, let them know, even if it is just a holding response.

Act: do what’s needed. Feed it back. Make decisions on how and where you feed it 
back.
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Escalation: ask yourself a series of questions: what would trigger alerting senior 
management? What would trigger alerting whoever is responsible for discipline or 
action? Or the Press Office

Wildfire: when to make that judgment call. How to spot when it’s building. Think 
about what it would make you do differently. Don’t overreact...it’s easy to click a 
‘Like’ or ‘Retweet’ button, but you have to be sure it’s a genuine expression of 
deeply felt concern.

Response times: people will have expectations shaped by other interactions on 
social media. A few years ago if you mentioned a company it was a pleasant surprise 
if you got a response. Now it is an expectation. BBC ‘One Show’ – contacted five 
companies by email and by Twitter. By Twitter: fastest response 3 mins, slowest 1 
hour 10 mins.  By email: after 24 hours only one had even responded at all. 

(http://www.bbc.co.uk/consumer/24149289). Be careful about setting up unrealistic
expectations though, e.g. by replying once on a weekend, it can create an 
expectation of 24/7 service.
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Moving offline: be mindful of confidentiality and of washing dirty laundry in public. It 
can be ideal to acknowledge on social media, take offline and discuss with the 
complainant and resolve, and then post back a wrap-up to the social media so others 
can see it’s been addressed. Sometimes, the complainant will also chime in and turn 
it into some positive PR. Don’t forget that you have established processes for dealing 
with complaints – if you can’t resolve it informally, make it clear to the complainant 
that those processes are the way to deal with their case.

Apologies: social media handlers might be tempted to apologise to calm a 
complainant down. Be wary of doing this if you don’t know if the institution has 
done anything wrong. Recognise their anger/distress instead, and promise that it will 
be looked at. 

– if you can’t resolve it informally, make it clear to the complainant that those 
processes are the way to deal with their case.
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Consider abusive messages towards the institution, and towards individuals, 
differently.

What are your tolerance levels? Is talking to different from talking about?

We have a duty of care to protect our staff and our service users.

If a complainant is being abusive about the organisation, think carefully about when 
it is worth responding. It may create more negative publicity than the original post. A 
famous person has a lesson for us on this, which we’ll come to shortly.
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Be clear on when might and might not involve the police

Do we deal with it ourselves? What do we do if the police are already involved? Follow our standard disciplinary approach. Make sure your press office are aware!

Public Order Act 1986
(as amended by Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 1994, Racial and Religious Hated Act 2006, Criminal Justice and Immigration Act 2008)
– if intent is and likely to stir up racial hatred or religious hatred or sexual orientation
-A person is guilty of an offence if, with intent to cause a person harassment, alarm or distress, he— (a) uses threatening, abusive or insulting words or behaviour, or disorderly behaviour, or (b) displays 
any writing, sign or other visible representation which is threatening, abusive or insulting, thereby causing that or another person harassment, alarm or distress.

Malicious Communications Act 1988 and Communications Act 2003
-an offence to send a message by means of a public electronic communications network which is grossly offensive, or of an indecent, obscene or menacing character. 

Terrorism Act 2006
-- ‘encouragement of terrorism’ which includes making statements that glorify terrorist acts

-Protection from Harassment Act 1997

Threats should be ‘credible’, but non-credible threats can be prosecuted if they constitute harassment. 

Eady J in the civil case of Smith v ADVFN [2008] 1797 (QB) in 
relation to comments on an internet bulletin board:
"... [they are] like contributions to a casual conversation (the analogy sometimes being drawn with people chatting in a bar) which people simply note before moving on; they are often uninhibited, casual 
and ill thought out; those who participate know this and expect a certain amount of repartee or 'give and take'.“

Will only proceed if comment is more than
Offensive, shocking or disturbing; or
Satirical, iconoclastic or rude comment; or
The expression of unpopular or unfashionable 
opinion about serious or trivial matters, or banter 
or humour, even if distasteful to some or painful to 
those subjected to it. 

“Context is important and prosecutors should have regard to the fact that the context in which interactive social media dialogue takes place is quite different to the context in which other communications 
take place. Access is ubiquitous and instantaneous. Banter, jokes and offensive comments are commonplace and often spontaneous. Communications intended for a few may reach millions. 

Against that background, prosecutors should only proceed with cases under section 1 of the Malicious Communications Act 1988 and section 127 of the Communications Act 2003 where they are satisfied 
there is sufficient evidence that the communication in question is more than…” (quoted on slide).

NB ‘Revenge porn’ – not just about whether the image is obscene or offensive, but whether the post and its intent is grossly offensive, obscene etc.

from: CPS Guidelines on Prosecution: http://www.cps.gov.uk/legal/a_to_c/communications_sent_via_social_media/
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Which policies apply? Do you have a social media policy? 

What definitions do you have?

Escalation: ask yourself a series of questions: what would trigger alerting senior 
management? Or the Press Office? 
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