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he International Conference on E-Democracy and Open Government Asia 2016 (CeDEM 
Asia 2016) follows the success of ten previous conferences in Europe and two groundbreaking 
conferences in Asia, and is hosted this year in Daegu, South Korea, from December 7-9th, 2016. 

Thanks to the generous support of our hosts, the City of Daegu, Daegu Convention Bureau, Daegu 
Techno Park and Korea Tourism Organization, we were able to bring this conference for the first 
time to South Korea, a country that has been one of the leaders in e-governance for the past several 
years. We are also excited about the opportunity to learn about the efforts of the City of Daegu to 
transform its governance, economy and civil society and make them more participatory, open, and 
creative. 

CeDEM Asia 2016 brings together researchers, policy-makers, industry professionals, and civil 
society activists to discuss the role of social media, mobile technology, open data and digital 
innovation in the future of citizenship and governance. The conference adopts an interdisciplinary 
perspective to analyze current research, best practices, and emerging topics that are shaping the 
future of e-government, e-democracy, civic participation, and open government in Asia and 
around the world. 

This year’s conference features speakers from academic, civil society, think-tank and 
consultancy sectors, with an aim of establishing an open forum for the exchange of ideas and 
research findings. Compared to CeDEM Asia 2014 held in Hong Kong, the conference has become 
more diverse and open, with our participants hailing from 20 different countries. For this year, we 
have programmed three distinguished keynote talks, 23 research and reflection papers, and 
several thematic workshops focused on citizen participation, social media and open publishing, 
including a panel jointly organized with our partner, Daegu Gyeongbuk International Social 
Network Conference (DISC 2016). 

Finally, we are very thankful to our conference partners who made our meeting in Daegu 
possible: City University of Hong Kong, Cyber Emotions Research Center (YeungNam University), 
Danube University Krems, World Association for Triple Helix and Future Strategy Studies, Nam 
Center for Korean Studies (University of Michigan), Singapore Internet Research Centre (Nanyang 
Technological University), and Eurasia Pacific Uninet. 
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Associate Professor, Dept. of Political Science, Gyeongsang National University, Jinju Daero 501, Jinju 
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Abstract: The internet and social media have been credited with the potential to reinvigorate 
democracy by offering new avenues of political participation and communication with 
politicians. Empirical studies, however, brought more cautious results, as many politicians 
refrain from fully exploring the interactive potential. The focus on established patterns of 
participation and their top-down approach in such studies have been criticized. This paper 
seeks to place South Korea in this debate. South Korean citizens are frequent social media users 
and have experience in using digital media for mobilization to change policies. Politicians, 
however, remain distant from citizens and do not reach out to citizens via social media, not 
living up to the promise of a reinvigorated democracy envisaged by some scholars. While 
present, communication via the new media remains a one-way street. These findings coincide 
with those of a growing number of similar case studies, supporting in the reinforcement theory. 
The case study also highlights the need to develop detailed frameworks to fully explore the 
activities of both citizens and politicians on social media, beyond the simple counting of posts 
and connections. 

 
Keywords: politicians’ digital presence, political communication, direct democracy, South Korea, National 
Assembly 

 

 

he theoretical debate on democracy and its components intensified in the final decades of the 
20th century, driven by two seemingly contradictory developments. On the one hand, a rising 
number of countries turned to democracy, yet on the other, a crisis of democracy in mature 

democracies was identified. Indicators for this crisis are falling voter turn-out, growing apathy and 
declining party identification as well as the rise of populist parties and movements (e.g. Putnam, 
2000, Dalton & Wattenberg, 2000). Political participation is often reduced to voting in elections, 
removing citizens from policy-making processes. As politics professionalised, the direct 
connection to citizens weakened, leading to dissatisfaction with political processes and the growth 
of non-traditional political activities, such as social movements and boycotts. The notion of a 
democratic decline has been challenged for the underlying normative assumptions concerning 
democracy, representation and participation which are based on the mid-20th century, such as 
high levels of party membership and party hierarchies (Blühdorn, 2014). Instead, the changing 
political activities and different expectations from political institutions need to be taken into 
account and expectations of form and function of political participation adjusted. This invokes the 
need to change behaviour and expectations by both political actors and theorists. 
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As new information and communication technologies (ICT) and social networking services 
(SNS) emerged around the time the democratic decline caught attention, the effect of new 
technologies on the quality of democracy became part of this debate. Social media have been 
suggested as a solution to the participation problem, opening new avenues of communication 
between politicians and citizens. Such direct deliberation, it was suggested, could reinvigorate 
democracy by cutting out the middle man and bringing citizens and politicians closer (e.g. 
Coleman, 1999). Similar claims have been made with each new hardware and software innovation, 
ranging from the telephone, radio, and television, to discussion portals, blogs, and SNS. The 
analyses of such changes is often less conclusive. Political scientists tend to focus on either 
established actors such as political parties or citizen activities but the connection between the two 
is explored less frequently (see also Wright, 2012). In light of this lacuna, this paper explores if and 
how ICT enhanced, changed or maintained established patterns of political participation and 
representation in the Republic of Korea (hereafter South Korea or Korea). The broader goal is to 
explore the connection between the theoretical considerations on ICT with the debate on digital 
democracy, using Korea as a case study. The results show the limitations of the techno-determinist 
view that ICT will bring direct democracy. Politicians’ use of ICT to encourage participation is 
limited but citizens are also less likely to engage on such platforms with politicians.   

1. Democracy and the internet 
Since the 1990s, the opportunities and effects of ICT has been subject to many studies, both 
theoretical and empirical. The focus of attention shifted from e-government and e-voting to the 
provision of information, deliberative spaces and ICT’s mobilization potential. The work can be 
broadly categorised into two contrasting perspectives, the optimistic ‘revolution’ and the 
‘reinforcement’ and ‘normalization’ perspective. The former welcomes new ICT as a force to revive 
democracy, by offering easy access to information, and opening new public spheres for discussion 
and deliberation, and inclusive and broad citizen participation in the decision-making process 
(Davis, 2009, Shane, 2004). The spread of information is seen as revolutionising (Trippi, 2004), as 
the internet emerged as a fifth estate (e.g. Morris, 1999). Public deliberation is described as the 
cornerstone of participatory democracy which could overcome some of the noted problems of 
policy-making and representation in established democracies (e.g. Blumler & Coleman, 2011). 
Optimists highlight the democratizing potential of ICT, allowing for fast and direct 
communication between politicians and citizens (e.g. Blumler & Kavanagh, 1999; Coleman 2005). 
Internet forums as spaces of deliberation have gained attention, not just for debate but also for the 
creation of new networks and civil spirit (e.g. Coleman & Blumler 2009, Wright, 2012).  

The reinforcement perspective takes a more cautious tone, highlighting the digital divide 
(Norris, 2001) and the danger of fractionalization (van Alstyne & Bryndfissoon, 1997). As the 
internet incorporated into daily life, some concerns over exclusion were dispersed but critics in the 
reinforcement camp remained skeptical of the transformative power of ICT, claiming, for instance, 
that existing patterns of participation and communication are simply reinforced (e.g. Norris, 2000, 
Margolis & Resnick 2000). Traditional media continue to play a role of trendsetters and multipliers 
(e.g. Farrell & Drezner, 2008). Reports on trending topics in social media on TV or in news reports, 
for instance, reach a wider audience than the actual messages (see, for instance, Choi & Chang, 
2015). While ICT have reduced the role of gatekeepers in traditional media, popular bloggers, 
Facebook and Twitter posters take a similar function as multiplier of posts. As ICT have become 
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part of everyday life in many countries, many politicians treat the internet as an extension of 
established pathways and settings (e.g. Ward et al., 2003). This added the normalization 
perspective to the more recent body of work.  

The opportunities offered by the internet to change democracy and political activities are the 
topic of many empirical studies. Initially, the focus lay on activities by political actors, such as 
intra-party communication and campaigning (e.g. Kluver et al., 2007, Gibson et al., 2008; Vergeer et 
al., 2011). With the development of ‘Web 2.0’ regular internet users are given much greater 
opportunity to produce content, leading to the proliferation of participatory activities, including 
blogs and discussion sites (Valenzuela et al., 2012). Gibson (2015) also notes the outsourcing of US-
campaign activities, facilitated by the spread of SNS. In the study of politicians’ digital presence, 
there has been a focus on output, the existence and availability of websites among politicians, their 
service features and hyperlinks. The uptake of online communication, the vertical connection with 
citizens, has been studied less frequently (e.g. Gibson & McAllister, 2006), although more recently, 
the growth of Facebook and Twitter changed this. Outside campaign periods, there is less activity 
on social media (e.g. Vergeer et al., 2011). Looking at American politicians on Twitter, Hong and 
Nadler (2011) find that their presence of Twitter had little impact on public opinion. Research on 
politicians’ activities on Twitter and Facebook draws similar conclusions (Larsson & Moe, 2011, 
Ross et.al., 2015), although at least one study on Denmark finds that the comment sections on 
politicians’ Facebook pages have developed into discussion spaces (Sørensen, 2016).  

The most notable change, however, relates to citizens’ roles in organising and mobilizing 
activities, often using SNS. Such horizontal communication played a vital role in recent political 
events, like the Arab Spring (Chebib & Sohail, 2011) and the Occupy Movement (Jensen & Bang, 
2013). Protesters focus generally on specific goals and aim for direct action by the executive rather 
than representatives. While this is a form of direct democracy it certainly does not offer means for 
day-to-day administration or provide for key elements of democracy such as minority protection. 
The role of ICT in short-term participation is widely acknowledged, but the long-term effects on 
political participation and citizen representation remain subject to debate. The emergence of 
different models of democracy, like direct or deliberative democracy, is by no means guaranteed.  
Representative democracy remains the norm in most democracies, so politicians’ willingness to 
engage through the medium of new media is crucial (for a debate, see Blühdorn, 2014). Such 
willingness is by no means guaranteed (e.g. Lilleker et al., 2011). The analysis of the effects of ICT 
and SNS with their dialogic character on vertical communication and the opening of new 
participatory avenues in representative democracy thus warrants further study.  

To this end, this paper turns to South Korea as an empirical study, a relatively young democracy 
(since 1988). Democratic political institutions are well-established although there remain some 
short-comings, such as a weak party system and the personalized style of politics (e.g. You, 2015). 
South Korea is an early adapter to new ICT infrastructure as well as usage of digital media in all 
spheres of life, including politics. ICT and social media have increased mobilization and 
organization on a horizontal level among citizens, while established political actors are adapting to 
new ICT at a much slower pace (Kim & Kim, 2009). This is been described as a divide between 
‘digital citizens’ and ‘analog politicians’ (Min, 2008). The growth of social media has opened new 
means of vertical communication to overcome this gap. It is nearly twenty years that Korean 
citizens are using digital media to organize political activities and large scale demonstrations, so 
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this research started with the assumption that in the intervening years, Korean politicians had 
strived to engage citizens through ICT and social media.  

In line with other studies on politicians’ use of ICT in established democracies, this paper looks 
at the social media presence of Korean parliamentarians and how they use such media to connect 
with citizens (e.g. Gibson & McAllister, 2006; Gibson et al., 2008; Larsson & Moe, 2011; Hansen & 
Kosiara-Pedersen, 2014). Building on Stein’s typology (2009, 752-3) online communication is taken 
to include a number of variables, namely, whether it provides information, promotes interaction 
and dialog, and promotes fundraising and resource generation. Using these factors, this study 
aims to analyse whether and how politicians actively use ICT and social media as a (genuine) 
means of communication to engage with citizens. This leads to the two research questions. 

 

RQ1: Which features or attributes do Korean parliamentarians include on their websites and social 
media presence and how prevalent are these features? 

RQ2: To what level do Korean parliamentarians use the web to engage in primary communication 
functions? 

 

The first question explores the online presence of National Assembly members (NAM) and 
whether they use this as an authentic means to communicate or just as an information channel. The 
second question looks at the parliamentarians’ communication across a number of popular 
platforms. Social media in particular offer a number of ways to connect with citizens to identify 
emerging issues and trends. Korean NAM are a well-studied group, but the focus tends to be on 
quantitative analyses, such as Twitter networks (Hsu & Park, 2011) and the connection to finance 
(Lim & Park, 2013). This paper is less interested in the sheer number of posts and tweets but in the 
audience of such output and the interaction with this audience. The remainder of the paper first 
introduces Korean IT development and recent cases where digital media have affected 
mobilization and political outcomes. The main part focuses on the analysis of the social media 
presence of parliamentarians in early 2016, an explorative study rather than in-depth quantitative 
analysis. This is followed by a discussion of the challenges to democratic representation and 
methodological considerations raised by the case study. 

2. Internet usage in South Korea 
South Korea is often referred to as the ‘most wired country’ in the world, due to the early and 
widespread adaption of ICT. In the late 1990s, the government launched the development of the 
necessary infrastructure for fast broadband and wireless connections, which have become (almost) 
ubiquitous, at home and in public places. South Koreans are avid users of their smart phones, 
which offer easy and constant access to social media through relatively cheap data plans. Over the 
last decade, there has been a shift from domestic applications to overseas ones. While social 
networking service cyworld and its personal homepages called mini-hompy were hugely popular 
in the mid-2000s, the company has ended its services in 2015. The big portal services, daum.net 
and naver.com, offer community sites called “café” which are losing in popularity to blogs, 
Facebook and Twitter. About two thirds of Koreans used social networking services (SNS) in 2015, 
with profile-based services such as Facebook and kakao story being very popular (88.4% of SNS 
users). Facebook users amount to around 16 million (Internet Statistics, 2016), while Korean-
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developed kakao story reportedly had 14 million users by February 2016 (Lee, 2016). Kakao story 
gained popularity due to its connection with kakao talk, an instant messaging service that is used 
almost universally in Korea (in 2015, over 90% of Koreans had an account and 88% had accessed it 
within the last week [MSIFP 2016]. Kakao talk itself states it user number for the first quarter of 
2015 at 38,158,000 in a country of roughly 50 million; daumkakao, 2015). Four out of ten social 
media users participate in online cafés and clubs while over a quarter have a blog (MSIFP, 2016). 
Micro-blogging site Twitter is less popular, it is believed there are around 7.5 million subscribers 
but only one million active accounts, mostly among the younger generation (in 2013; emarketer, 
2014).  

2.1. Social media and political mobilization 

The role of ICT and social media in political activities and discussion has been growing over the 
last twenty years. In the late 1990s, discussion sites and political commentators opened new spaces 
for debate as well as the provision of information (Chang, 2005). Online newspapers, most notably 
Ohmynews, opened new forms of journalism and created new platforms for debate (e.g. Yun, 
2003). Online fan clubs are credited with the electoral success of President Roh Moo-hyun in 2002 
(Chang & Lee, 2006). The growth of mobile phone usage changed mobilization processes as text 
messages proved useful to galvanize friends and acquaintances to join protests, like the 2002 
demonstrations against the presence of US-troops and the 2004 protests against the impeachment 
of the President (ibid.). Mobile devices also help to provide further direct information as photos 
and videos could be taken and uploaded in real time for further discussion and mobilization. The 
later 2000s saw a shift from text messages to online communication on blogs and in chat rooms, 
facilitated by the spread of smart phones and ubiquitous Wi-Fi. This aided the mobilization of 
numerous protests, most notably the 2008 anti-beef demonstrations. After watching a TV-program 
on the potential risk from imported beef, users in online forums discussed the threats and 
organized demonstrations in the streets of Seoul that lasted for several month. The initiative 
originated in diverse forums, such as fan clubs for boy bands or shopping advice sites (Kim & Kim, 
2009, Min, 2008). Although reluctant to embrace new media for communication, political parties 
have used ICT in the candidate selection process by opening primaries beyond party members 
through phone voting (e.g. Park, 2014). While popular among Koreans, this method reduces the 
role of political parties as gatekeepers to political office and turns the nomination process into a 
popularity contest. Most of the online activities are, however, citizen-driven, aiming to make their 
voices heard. They are seeking direct influence on government policy, rather than relying on the 
means provided by representative democracy. This highlights the gap between ‘analog politicians 
and digital citizens’ (Min, 2008). The following aims to analyze if this statement still hold eight 
years later, or if politicians have adapted to the high social media use among citizens and opened 
new avenues of communication and participation.  

3. Methodology  
This paper focuses on politicians elected to the national Assembly, leaving aside other actors 
engaged in political communication, such as other politicians, civil activists, academics, and 
political pundits. In 2012, 300 representatives were elected to the 19th National Assembly; 246 
directly in districts, 54 appointed from proportional lists. At the time of data collection in February 
2016, the Korean parliament had 294 members, including 53 members appointed on proportional 
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seats, forming the data set used here. A pilot had been run in June 2015 with a number of 
researchers to test data collection and coding. The website of the National Assembly has a 
directory of all representatives, which includes a link to their homepage and email address, but no 
other social media contacts. Therefore, the online directory of search engine naver.com was 
consulted to provide further details on parliamentarian’s social media presence. The data analysis 
included all major social media used, except kakao talk, which is restricting open access and thus 
data collection. The National Assembly was not in session at the time of data collection, so 
additional data for a week in November 2015, when parliament was sitting, was included to gain 
further insights into activity patterns. Put simply, are politicians reducing their online presence for 
parliamentary work or are they informing and consulting citizens about such sessions? Due to 
time restraints, the collection as limited to two one-week windows, although a longer period 
would be desirable. The number of activities within the set time frame is coded as frequency, 
ranging from one to two posts a week (‘occasional’) to over 34 (‘heavy’, referring to ‘super users’). 
The time of the last update is noted, ranging from never to within the last day (‘most recent’), with 
slight difference between blogs, Facebook and Twitter to reflect different usage patterns. The study 
enumerates features and activities, but does not attempt more sophisticated statistical analyses, as 
the results for many variables are too small to produce statistically relevant results. In the next 
step, a qualitative content analysis of communication is planned. 

4. Findings 
4.1. The National Assembly members  

Among the representatives are 250 men and 44 women, ranging in age from 35 to 74 years. Just 
over 13% are below fifty years old, while 46% are in their fifties and 37% in their sixties. Ten 
representatives are over 70 years old (3.4%).  The data was collected after the main opposition 
party, the New Democracy Party, had split in early 2016: the Minjoo Party of Korea with 105 
representatives and the People’s Party (17). In addition to the ruling conservative Saenuridang (161 
representatives), there are five representatives of the left-wing Justice Party. There are also six 
independents in the sample.  More than half sat in the National Assembly for their first term, while 
22% served a second term and 16% their third. 29 members had served four times or more, 
including one representative, who has served seven terms in the National Assembly since 1981 
(and was elected for his 8th term in April 2016). The personalized style of Korean politics had little 
effect on the usage of SNS by individual politicians. 

With one exception, all NAM had some form of web presence; Facebook and personal web sites 
being the most popular (283 and 282 respectively). Most representatives also had a blog (161) and a 
Twitter account (242), although they were less frequently updated than Facebook accounts. In 
addition, an array of other social media were used, including You Tube (43), Instagram (23) and 
kakao story (18). Representatives have established a presence on a wide variety of social media, 
but, as Strandberg (2013) highlights, presence is not the same as engagement with citizens (for 
further discussion, see also Hsu et al., 2013). Indeed, the key observation is the limited number of 
Korean parliamentarians who are active on the social media beyond establishing a presence. 

4.2. Personal websites and blogs  

All but three of the 294 members have some form of personal website or blog but usage frequency 
varies substantially between within the last day to three years prior. A further eight 
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representatives’ websites were found to be not working. Although 202 parliamentarians had their 
own web domain, two thirds of these used a blog as their main site of activities. Other NAM relied 
on a blogging platform as their main web presence (81, 27%). However, the relative low update 
frequency (less than once a week) indicates a shift toward SNS where more posts can be found. 
Over one third of parliamentarians have no updates on their website within the last month, while 
only 8.5% update more than once a day. Representatives under 45 are less likely to update their 
website or blog although among the general population their age group is more active online. 
Female NAM are more likely to update at least once a week. But the ‘super updaters’ who post 
more than 19 updates in the previous week are all male representatives. In terms of content, there 
were no clear preferences for information or visual contents but a detailed content analysis may 
draw out some further insights beyond the observation that news reports on the politicians and 
posts on activities are frequently posted. More than half did not provide a link for donations, a key 
feature in many other countries (e.g. Kluver et al. 2007).  

4.3. Facebook  

Only a small number of NAM had a profile on kakao story, the Korean personal profile site, so it is 
not covered here. Many parliamentarians are represented on Facebook; only eleven (3.7%) had not 
joined. 194 (74.3%) NAM have personal site while twenty (7.6%) are presented in the form of a 
page. A further 69 (26.4%) use both formats but the personal profile is updated more frequently by 
the majority, as there were 46 updates within the week of analysis on the personal side but only 
seven on the page. On a personal site, the number of friends is usually cut at 5000, with over two 
thirds of the NAM with a Facebook site were close to that number. Despite this, over one third 
only allowed friends to see the main content of their page, thus reducing access for a wider 
audience. There are two options to overcome this, the opening for followers, who will be more 
frequent updates in their newsfeed or the creation of a Facebook page which allows more people 
to follow the page.  While 46% of representatives have less than one thousand followers, 14% reach 
more than 20,000. The other measure of popularity is the number of ‘likes’ which extends the reach 
of posts beyond the initial poster into other networks. One third of the NAM stays under 500 likes, 
while another third have reached up to 1500 likes. (37%) Four NAM have more than 10,000 likes, 
with prominent opposition politician Moon Jae-in leading with 370,000 likes, four times as many as 
the politician in the second highest position, Ahn Cheol-soo. Ahn, however, does not have a 
personal presence, but is represented by a page. In terms of engagement, the trends from Twitter 
are repeated: many do not engage with their visitors. More than three quarters of the Facebook 
users did not reply to a post in the previous week. Interestingly, the representatives who replied 
very frequently are not frequent posters or tweeters.  

Personal Facebook sites are frequently updated, with three quarters of users doing so within the 
previous week. About half posted seven times or less, while 15% posters more than twenty times. 
Since Twitter accounts can be connected to Facebook, the number of posts may affect the results, 
but Facebook is the more frequented site of the two. Among the super users of both, no clear 
pattern emerges, but the top two are also the leaders of opposition parties, Moon Jae-in and Ahn 
Cheol-soo. The analysis did not look into the number of likes and comments on posts, but the 
overall impression is that interaction is limited. These features and their use for communication 
and debate warrant further in-depth analysis, as findings from other countries show different 
trends (e.g. Ross et al., 2015, Sørensen, 2016). 
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4.4. Twitter  

Twitter shot to fame as a new tool of political communication when Barack Obama sent his first 
tweet during his election campaign in 2007. Across different countries, researchers note a 
reinforcement trend, the same group of (already engaged) users communicated with each other (e. 
g. Larsson & Moe, 2011; Vergeer et al., 2013). In Korea, as in many other countries, Twitter has 
been credited with affecting election results in recent years, in particular with increasing voter 
turn-out (e.g. Chang 2014). Among the NAM, 85% had a Twitter account, generally used for self-
promotion, such as posting a link to a news piece on the politician or a topic close to their interests. 
During the off-session week under study, only seven NAM posted more than once on Twitter, 
while during National Assembly sessions, the number was even lower. Interactivity is measured 
with the number of retweets and replies. The number of retweets in late February 2016 is low, 85% 
do not use this feature at all, while around 12% use it occasionally (one to three times). Super 
posters with more than 30 tweets are not necessarily also retweeting frequently, but the number of 
frequent Twitter users among NAM is too small to draw meaningful conclusions. With regard to 
the number of replies sent, the picture is equally inconclusive – frequent tweeters do not reply 
frequently. The data from the week in the previous November shows similar patterns. Taken 
together, it is an indication that Twitter is mainly used for self-promotion, rather than as a form of 
interaction and communication with a broad audience. Consultation during parliamentary 
sessions does not place on Twitter. 

 The number of followers should also be treated with caution as a sign of active engagement. It 
may serve as an indicator of the audience size but not all the accounts following may be active 
(Strandberg, 2013). In addition, recipients may not read all posts, as it is often considered good 
etiquette to follow someone who follows one’s own account (Cha et al., 2010). A politician 
following a large number of accounts may become overwhelmed by posts and thus less likely to 
engage. Looking at the ranking in terms of followers, only two parliamentarians can be found, as 
political pundits attract more followers (Socialbackers, n.d.). The most popular Twitter user is 
former presidential candidate Moon Jae-in (with over 900,000 followers). As he was a member of 
the 19th National Assembly, he also leads the board in this sample. Eleven other representatives 
have over 100,000 followers while the majority of NAM (nearly 75%) has less than 15,000. The 
number of accounts followed by politicians is lower, with only ten percent following more than 
20,000 people. Overall, this is a small echo chamber, so in early 2016, Twitter was a minor influence 
on Korean politics.  

5. Discussion 
Although Koreans are avid users of ICT and social media, their use for political participation and 
citizen engagement in formal political processes remains limited. Politicians in the National 
Assembly have built up a broad presence in the digital world, but do not use the interactive 
features of the new technologies. Communication remains a one-way street, comments, replies and 
retweets are rare. While no longer simply ‘analog’, politicians continue to show few signs of 
engaging and encouraging citizen participation. Citizens, on the other hand, expand their general 
distrust of politicians to their online presence and are unlikely to seek such avenues of 
participation. This counters the optimistic assumptions made at the beginning of the paper about 
the trickle-up effect of social media use.  
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Online activity in Korea as much as in other countries, is generally driven by the younger 
generation and, at least initially, favors opposition politicians (e.g. Bakker & de Vreese, 2011). As 
the representatives in the Korean National Assembly are older, there are few direct connections 
and little overlap between these two groups. Among the NAM, however, the younger 
representatives were less active than their slightly older peers. This may well be related to their 
position, as more than half of them entered the National Assembly on proportional seats without a 
direct constituency to connect with and thus are take the party leadership as their reference point. 
Moreover, in the past, very few proportional representatives chose to stand in elections at the end 
of their term, so they may see less need of social media engagement for campaign purposes. The 
higher level of engagement among older NAM could also be a result of a team of assistants. A high 
volume of posts by a politician could also indicate that they are not alone in using their account. In 
practical terms, such numbers can only be managed with the help of assistants, rather than 
constant personal attention by the politician themselves. Interviews could clarify this important 
point, as the use of intermediaries undermines the direct access argument of proponents of direct 
democracy. Other variables, such as gender, hometown, experience in the National Assembly, and 
party membership did not offer any further insights into distinguishing features. While in the early 
2000s, digital media were dominated by progressive forces, conservatives have caught up in more 
recent years, normalizing ICT use among politicians. Although the top SNS ranks are filled by 
opposition politicians, members of the ruling party are as active as other NAM. The 
parliamentarians are not notably more active while in session, in fact in November 2015, post 
numbers were lower. The opportunity to inform and consult citizens about parliamentary business 
and decisions seems to go unused. Income generation is not prioritized by many parliamentarians. 

In terms of popularity, already well-known politicians dominate the field, supporting the 
reinforcement perspective. Among the most popular SNS users, Ahn Cheol-soo is an interesting 
for his outsider status. Ahn is famous for starting a successful anti-virus software company, and 
entered politics relatively late in 2011. Although (or because) he was not affiliated with a party, he 
was hugely popular, in particular among younger people (Sohn & Kang, 2012). Now a National 
Assembly member, he continues to travel the country for town hall meetings to seek direct contact 
with citizens. Yet, despite his background in the IT industry and popularity among the tech-savvy 
young generation, he is not a frequent user of digital media, but favors more personal contact and 
the traditional media to promote his message. This could be due to personal preferences or an 
indication of socialization to established patterns of political communication. In recent years, other 
politicians have followed his example rather than shifting online. 

6. Conclusion 
The results suggest that the majority of NA members are not utilizing ICT and social media as a 
communication means to its full potential. Although they have established a presence in the 
popular SNS of the day, it is mainly used as a one-way channel to distribute information. 
Engagement and communication are rarely encouraged. As this study finds, the key players – 
politicians – are not necessarily interested in opening such new avenues, even though they possess 
the technological means. The high expectations of new media as an invigorative force of 
democracy may be rooted in technological determinism. Proponents of digital deliberation and 
digital democracy may well overestimate the openness of politicians - and citizens - toward new 
practices and behaviors. This does not, however, mean that digital media should be ruled out as 
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political tools. The dichotomy of representative democracy versus direct democracy may be 
hindering the debate, as there are communicative elements to representative, encouraged by 
digital media (Coleman, 2005). ICT and SNS open additional means of engagement that, with some 
commitment by users, could develop into a more interactive tool. This may include innovative 
forms of participation outside the established patterns. Rather than bringing a revolution, digital 
media are bringing slow changes that nevertheless challenge ‘politics as usual’ (see also Blühdorn, 
2014, Wright, 2012).  

Each new media development opens new opportunities for participation and communication, 
but also brings challenges to the researcher. The growth of Facebook and the potential for 
deliberation in this platform have opened new fields of research. While many users simply click on 
like or follow a politician there are also other options. Pages and posts by politicians may serve as 
a starting point for discussion in the comment section that warrants further research, in particular 
qualitative content analysis. A starting point would be an expansion of existing frameworks used 
to analyze blogs. The openness of a politician’s wall to outside post and the open comment 
sections offers greater opportunities for engagement, but also raise the problems of moderation. 
The presence on many digital media may improve the public profile but it also reduces ability to 
communicate as politicians’ time is, after all, limited. This affects the argument that ICT promote 
direct engagement and remove barriers between politicians and citizens. The case of South Korean 
NAM shows that the simple presence of SNS in a country does not automatically lead to increasing 
means and levels of engagement and political participation in representative democracy. 
Politicians need to use ICT proactively and engage online to make this new approach to politics 
successful. This is not necessarily a question of numbers but also of depth, which can only be 
explored in a subsequent qualitative analysis of posts.   
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Abstract: The outcomes of the climate negotiations of the 21st session of the Conference of the 
Parties (COP21) by the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change is the most 
important since the enactment of the Kyoto Protocol in 1997. With the development of new 
information technologies since the 1990s public awareness of environmental issues has 
increased significantly and not only civil society actors but also political institutions and 
governmental organizations started to use these new tools. The direct communication with 
citizens, journalists and other interest groups can provide political representatives with a 
powerful tool to shape public agenda. However, political institutions are traditionally slow in 
adapting to new technologies and social media services are dominated by individual (one-
person) users. Politicians as well as institutions on the Internet must be careful how to 
facilitate communication online to ensure their political legitimacy. How do governmental 
organizations involved in climate change politics use social media? This study focuses on the 
analysis of the official Twitter profiles by the German (@BMUB) and Japanese (@Kankyo_Jpn) 
environmental ministries and contributes to the understanding of how governmental 
organizations facilitate new information technologies in the age of democratic transition. With 
Twitter data of a seven-month period from the beginning of COP21 on November 30 2015 until 
July 3, 2016, covering three important international events related to climate change politics in 
total, besides COP21, the pre-COP session and G7 summit (both in May 2016) the characteristics 
of social media use is being analyzed. Even though Twitter is more popular in Japan, it has not 
been played an important role in direct communication and information dissemination for 
political institutions compared to Germany. Moreover, while previous research conclude 
institutions would avoid interaction on the Internet, the findings suggest differently.  
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limate change is one of the most important issues nowadays, influencing political decision-
making processes that effects various areas and is part of daily discussions. Since the meltdown 

at the Fukushima Dai’ichi nuclear power plant on March 11, 2011, triggered by a 9.0 
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earthquake-generated tsunami at the east-cost of Japan, the energy and environmental politics in 
Japan and Germany are under close public scrutiny. Scholars employ with the question how 
differences in political decision making processes can be explained. Both countries have strong 
economic ties, as well as in diplomacy, technology and knowledge exchange. On the occasion of 
the G7 meeting in May 2016 in Toyama, Japan and Germany signed a joint statement on bilateral 
cooperation on the dissemination of low carbon technologies towards transformation to 
decarbonized societies. Both countries recognize their responsibility for leading the challenge of 
realizing a decarbonized society during this century by utilizing both countries’ technological 
capabilities1. 

While the Abe administration focuses on the promotion of nuclear energy to reduce CO2 
emissions, Germany is known for its strong environmental and green politics. The environmental 
ministry of Germany was established in 1986 and the green party (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen) was 
founded in 1980. Since 1984 the party is a member of the Bundestag, being one of the major 
opposition parties and experienced the role as ruling party in the coalition with the social 
democrats (SPD) between 1998 and 2005. Germany is focusing on promoting renewable energies 
since the late 1980s, gradually moving towards the Energiewende since then. Japanese 
environmental and green politics is in comparison in a different position. The ministry for the 
environment was established in 2001, being upgraded from the status as an agency and 
environmental issues are no major issues in political campaigns during general elections. The 
green party of Japan was founded in 2012. In terms of environment and energy, securing the 
energy supply and providing a safe infrastructure is one of the main issues. However, since the 
Fukushima accident, the promotion of renewable energies experienced an increase. In 2012 the 
Feed-In Tariff law to promote renewable energies went into force. Countries are faced with the 
challenge to keep the global warming under 1.5°C, managing domestic political and social 
demands in the wake of the last economic crises at the same time.  

The annual conferences held by the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
are significant events for international climate change actors. The 21st session of the Conferences of 
the Parties (COP21) was held between November 30 and December 12, 2015 and the outcomes of 
COP21 are the most important since the enactment of the Kyoto protocol in 1997. 191 countries out 
of 197 have signed the agreement on April 22 and according the UNFCCC, 83 countries out of 197 
have ratified the Paris agreement by October 5, 2016. This meets the criteria for the agreement to 
go into force on November 4, 2016. The international regime enforced the importance of COP21, as 
the environmental ministers of the G7 countries (Canada, Germany, France, Italy, Japan, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States of America) met on May 15 and 16, 2016 for the first time 
since 2009, in the advent of the annual G7 summit on May 26 and 27, 2016, in Ise-Shima, Japan. 
These events have an effect on international and domestic political decision-making processes. 
However, criticism points towards the publicity effect due to heightened media attention. The 
measurable effect to formulate definitive political decisions would be negligible, as they lack actual 
influential power to change climate-related politics (Lück et al. 2016). Based on the last COP 
sessions since Kyoto in 1997, this argument is valid. Most recent developments require a 
reassessment of these findings. In general, events on international political cooperation do serve a 
publicity effect. Yet, they also serve as important means of raising public awareness and interest 

                                                      
1 Source and access to the statement: http://www.bmub.bund.de/themen/europa-international/int-umweltpolitik/europa-

internationale-umweltpolitik-download/artikel/deutsch-japanische-klimaschutzerklaerung/ (last access: October 17, 2016). 
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concerning environmental issues, function as a control mechanism for the international framework 
and international society, ensure environmental politics remain on the political agenda, and 
eventually may have a bearing on influencing environmental and energy policy decision-making 
processes. Moreover, the development of new information and communication technologies (ICT), 
such as social media services like Facebook or Twitter, increases the range of actors involved in 
international negotiations to distribute information about their activities and opinions and has 
increased public awareness of environmental issues (Sampei & Aoyagi-Usui 2009).  

The number of governmental organizations using social media has increased in the last few 
years (Freeman & Quirke 2013) and the main executive institutions of 26 out of 34 OECD countries 
operate a Twitter profile (Mickoleit 2014). This study contributes to the understanding of how 
governmental organizations facilitate new ICTs in the age of democratic transition. Using Twitter 
data of the German (@BMUB) and Japanese (@Kankyo_Jpn) environmental ministries profiles, the 
analysis examines how these two organizations use the microblogging service in the seven-month 
period between the start of COP21 on November 30, 2015 until July 3, 2016. Based on the agenda-
setting function of governmental organizations, it is vital to analyze the impact and behavior of 
political organizations to understand how public discourses on the environment in democratic 
countries are being constructed and change over time.  

1. Literature Review 
Since the environmental movements in the 1960s and 1970s, climate change and environmental 
issues take an important part in daily news coverage (Hansen 2015). The function of mass media in 
influencing public opinion, shaping public discourses and increase public awareness of climate 
change is particularly salient in Japan (Sampei & Aoyagi-Usui 2009). There is a growing attention 
in research and academia to analyze the role of Twitter in context of social and political sciences 
that include politicians and political institutions (Cho & Park 2011, Jungherr 2014). Even though 
the number of political actors using social media has increased, they are latecomers in this online 
ground. Moreover, governmental organizations are slow in adapting to social changes (Freeman & 
Quirke 2013).  

Research about social media in politics has thus far focused on politicians and political 
campaigns. Politicians and individual profiles have a higher popularity in social media than 
institutions (Mickoleit 2014) and the use of social media has both advantages and disadvantages. 
Even though politicians are actively engaged in online communication, their communicative 
behavior and responses show evidence that they are concerned about becoming victims of critical 
mistakes (Cho & Park 2011) and always try to save their face and not embarrass themselves 
(Otterbacher et al. 2013). The main objective of institutions is to disseminate information and not to 
facilitate interaction. Moreover, Otterbacher et al. (2013) conclude they actually try to avoid 
interaction. Their first goal is to protect themselves and their politics. To open the doors for more 
interaction and vertical communication poses risk to lose political power. Political institutions 
need to take online discussions for the policy making process into account (Hsu et al. 2013) and a 
skilled use of social media by political institutions could contribute to increase transparency and 
accountability of politicians and governmental organizations (Cho & Park 2013, Hemphill et al. 
2013). The motives between individual or personal profiles and institution’s or organisation’s 
profiles differ and so do the means of social media communication strategies (Mickoleit 2014). 
However, Mickoleit (2014) found that only few among OECD countries so far have an actual social 
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media strategy. This shows not only uncertainty among the governments about the correct use of 
social media (Mickoleit 2014) but raises the question of personnel and resources.   

Governmental organizations in democratic countries rather use ICT primarily as an additional 
channel to distribute their information than engage in interactive communication (Freeman & 
Quirke 2013, Hemphill et al. 2013, Mickoleit 2014). Providing information and position taking is 
most common, while requests for action are negligible (Hemphill et al. 2013). Issues on climate 
change are complex, which makes it difficult to harness social media for interactive engagement 
and involve citizens in the political decision-making processes.  

Studies about political institutions and their social media behavior are rare and fragmented, 
because social media and new ICT are fairly young and as such its use by political actors in an 
early phase of development (Hemphill et al. 2013, Jungherr 2014). With the increasing role of social 
media in political communication, it is necessary to re-examine how public discourses are being 
created. Social media can help to increase the awareness of particular messages. Examining online 
communication and discussions on issues concerning their society can provide better 
understanding of their reactions to these issues (Hsu et al. 2013).  

The effects of climate change on the environment have been scientifically proven and are in itself 
a major issue. How a society perceives and communicates these issues, in other words, the public’s 
understanding of climate change, and how social problems around climate change are being 
constructed, differ. The constructivist sociology explains how and why social problems come into 
existence and it recognizes the importance of the cultural context (cultural resonance perspective) 
in terms of construction of social problems (Hansen 2015). The government and its related 
institutions are still the main agenda-setter. Increasing the public understanding of the effects of 
climate change and the implementation of politics ensures political reliability. Institutions set 
norms and rules on which people can act. Effective measures against climate change are highly 
dependent on individual action taking in daily live. Political scientists are being criticized to have 
ignored the study of discourses (Habermas 2008, Schmidt 2008) and the discursive institutionalism 
emphasizes the importance of ideas and discourses in the context of institutions and takes a more 
dynamic perspective of change into account than traditional institutionalists do (Schmidt 2008). 
According to Habermas, communication is essential for social integration and effective policy 
implementation. It is important to understand how institutions communicate with the public, how 
communication strategies change over time and why certain politics are more effective than others. 
From the study of behavior the actual impact of public communication poses analytical problems. 
By applying analytical concepts on social media communication, user interaction and the available 
profile data, this paper proposes an approach to overcome this problem.  

2. Characteristics of Twitter 
2.1. Twitter demographics 

Twitter is a microblogging social network service (SNS) on the World Wide Web with which 
people can instantly share information, include links to other websites, within a short message 
called tweet of 140 characters with the Twitter community called tweet. Tweets can be shared 
(called retweet) by other users. The retweet increases the impact-rate of the original tweet, because 
it makes the original tweet visible by the retweeter’s user network, called “snowball effect” 
(Mickoleit 2014). Additionally, being “mentioned” (recognizable with the “@” mark in front of a 
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profile’s name in the tweet) in other users’ tweets increases popularity and attention (popularity 
bonus) (Mickoleit 2014). However, previous researches find that political leaders are more popular 
than institutions (Mickoleit 2014). The character of interaction in new ICTs is changing the nature 
of communication between politics and citizens (Kahn et al. 2013). Twitter is among the top ten 
social network services worldwide. In May 2016, Japan ranked four in the number of active Twitter 
users2. According to social media statistics, the daily use of Twitter in Japan in 2015 was higher 
than in Germany. The impact rate of Twitter in terms of governmental institutions profiles in Japan 
is higher than in Germany (section 4) and Twitter is the sixth most popular social network in 
Germany3. In both countries, the under 30 year-old dominate the social network population. 

2.2. Political institutions on Twitter in Germany and Japan 

All eleven ministries of the Japanese government have a Twitter account. In terms of the number 
of Followers, @Kankyo_Jpn is ranked six. The ministry with the highest number of followers is the 
Ministry of Defence (@bouei_saigai) with 662.000 followers4. One cannot deny a correlation 
between the creation of profiles and the earthquake-tsunami-nuclear catastrophe in March 2011 on 
the east-cost of Japan: The Ministry of Defence created its profile in March 2011, the Ministry of 
Environment in April 2011 and the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (@meti_NIPPON) 
also in March 2011. Only the Ministry of Health Labor and Welfare (@MHLWitter) is on Twitter 
since before the catastrophe (since August 2010) and was the first of the eleven ministries to join 
the microblogging service. From the number of tweets, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(@MofaJapan_jp) has the highest number of tweets (18.900); more than double as @mextJapan 
(Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology) that is on rank two in terms of 
number of tweets with 7,200. @Kankyo_Jpn however has compared to the other profiles the fewest 
number of Tweets; 1,331 by October 2016. This is not necessarily typical for the Twitter community 
in Japan. These numbers can provide insights, what topics the Twitter community in Japan is 
interested in: Security, Welfare, Education & Culture, Foreign Affairs, Infrastructure & Tourism, 
Environment, Economy & Industry, Internal Affairs, Finance, Justice and Forestry & Fisheries – in 
that order (based on the number of followers). Even though the @Kankyo_Jpn is in the average in 
terms of followers, the rather passive social media activity raises the question whether the ministry 
misses an opportunity (political opportunity structure) to increase their reach. Similar to Japan, the 
Federal Ministry for Defence (@bundeswehrinfo) and the Federal Foreign Office 
(@AuswaertigesAmt) dominate Twitter in terms of number of tweets among the 14 federal 
ministries. All of them facilitate a Twitter profile and some more than one. The Federal Foreign 
Office operates a profile in German (@AuswaertigesAmt) and in English (@GermanyDiplo). The 
number of tweets over time in relation to the time the profile is active is compared to the Japanese 
institutions not much different. In terms of the number of followers, the Federal Ministry for the 
Environment, Nature Conservation, Building and Nuclear Safety (@BMUB) is on rank two, after 
the Federal Foreign Office.  

                                                      
2 https://www.statista.com/statistics/242606/number-of-active-twitter-users-in-selected-countries/ (last access: October 17, 2016) 
3 https://www.statista.com/statistics/429496/frequency-of-social-media-usage-in-germany-by-social-media-site/ (last access: October 
28, 2016) 
4 The numbers reflect the situation of October 2016. It is important to note that a situational description of social media data experiences 
changes in short time. But the general tendencies in this analysis is not expected to experience a drastic change in the general core.  
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3. Method 
3.1. Variables  

A mixed method approach has been used to analyze the twitter profiles quantitatively in terms of 
their social interaction and network strategies (sociogram), and number of tweets (impact and 
behavior), qualitatively in terms of tweet content and hashtags. Hashtags categorize the tweet 
(Cho & Park 2012), which can be used to analyze the institution’s social media strategy. An 
approach to measure the impact of Twitter profiles has been performed following the quantitative 
behavioral analysis. The following two variables are the focus of this analysis to measure the 
environmental ministries’ social media behavior and impact by using Twitter data: Number of 
tweets in a time series analysis to measure the behavior and the number of followers to measure 
the impact.  

3.2. Data collection 

Twitter data for the Japanese Ministry of the Environment (@Kankyo_Jpn) and the German 
Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation, Building and Nuclear Safety 
(@BMUB) were downloaded through the NVivo tool for Windows Internet Explorer: NCapture. 
Through this tool tweets and profile information were archived as a dataset, including retweets 
and mentions. Table 1 summarizes the size of the datasets as well as demographic information for 
both Twitter profiles. Compared to @BMUB, the fewer number of total tweets by @Kankyo_Jpn 
since the profile’s existence to the time this analysis was performed (1,331) allowed to archive 
(almost) all tweets of this profile (1,212). The number of tweets by @BMUB (8,388) since the profile 
is active is much higher. The size of the dataset is in relation between total number of tweets and 
available tweets for archiving fewer (2,986 of 8,388), but compared to @Kankyo_Jpn still higher.  

Table 1: Twitter profiles’ general information and dataset size for @BMUB and @Kankyo_Jpn. 

 @BMUB @Kankyo_Jpn 

Profile online since July 2010 April 2011 

Total number of tweets by October 27, 2016 8,388 1,331 

Dataset size (number of available Tweets) 2,986 1,212 

Number of tweets in the seven- month period 1,853 212 

Date of oldest Tweet archived Aug. 8, 2015  May 27, 2013 

Number of followers by October 27, 2016 58,500 152,000 

Number following by October 27, 2016 459 43 

3.3. Data preparation 

Identifying main international events to define the time frame for analysis helps to understand 
how governmental organizations are using social media. Prior to the G7 Summit on May 26 and 27 
2016 in Ise-Shima, Japan, environment ministers from G7 countries and the European Union held a 
meeting on May 15 and 16 in Toyama, Japan. The datasets have been filtered first for the main time 
frame of a seven-month period between November 30 2015 and July 3 2016, as well as for each 
event as summarized in Table 2. The main dataset consists of tweet ID, username (recognized with 
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the “@” sign), tweet, time, tweet type, retweeted by (name of Twitter profile that shared the original 
tweet), number of retweets, hashtags, mentions, name (different from username), location, web (link to a 
webiste, if included in the Tweet), bio (description of the profile that either created the Tweet, 
retweeted or mentioned a Tweet), number of tweets, number of followers, number following, and 
location coordinates. In terms of security and privacy policies, case sensitive information has been 
cleared from the dataset.  

Table 2: Events used for pinpointing the Twitter dataset. 

Event Time Place 

COP21 November 30 to December 12, 2015 Paris, France 

Pre-COP (COP22) May 16 to 26, 2016 Bonn, Germany 

G7 Toyama, Environment 
Minister’s Meeting 

May 15 & 16, 2016 Toyama, Japan 

G7 Summit May 26 & 27, 2016 Ise-Shima, Japan 

4. Results 
4.1. Variable: Number of tweets in a time series (behavior)  

To provide a better understanding of Germany’s and Japan’s environmental ministries’ social 
media behavior, the Twitter profiles of all G7 countries’ environmental ministries are being 
compared in terms of number of tweets in a time series analysis for the aforementioned seven-
month period. The difference between @BMUB and @Kankyo_Jpn represents two extremes. While 
@BMUB is rather active and makes strategic use of international events as the tweet-frequency 
increases during the defined time frames, @Kankyo_Jpn on the other hand has besides Italy the 
lowest tweet-frequency and shows no significant reaction at the time of the events. The content of 
Twitter is changing in a matter of minutes or sometimes seconds, depending on the topic and size  
of user network involved in tweeting. There is a risk a tweet can be overlooked, if the timing is ill 
chosen or a large community shares tweets at the same time.  

In general, COP21 was an important event that effected social media behavior, while G7 and the 
environment ministers’ meeting had less effect. 15.7% of all tweets during the seven-month period 
by @BMUB was made during COP21 (1,853), and 13.2% (212 tweets in total during the seven-
month period) in case of @Kankyo_Jpn. As for the pre-COP22 session between May 16, 2016 and 
May 26, 2016, the number of tweets by @BMUB is 4.6%, and 8.0% for @Kankyo_Jpn in relation to 
the total number of tweets in the seven-month period. Even though, the G7 environmental 
ministers met for the first time since 2009, this meeting can be considered negligible in terms of its 
effect on the social media behavior. Because environmental issues are only one part of the G7 
agenda, and even though G7 Summits attract media attention, it is not an issue to be introduced to 
the Twitter community by the governmental organizations.  
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Figure 1: Time series of G7 countries' environmental ministries’ Twitter profiles tweeting behavior. 

4.2. Variable: Number of followers (impact)  

This section proposes a methodology to measure the impact rate of political institutions on 
Twitter. Mickoleit (2014) provided the general approach to analyze the number of followers in 
relation to the general population. As discussed above, Twitter is more popular in Japan than in 
Germany, thus, the impact rate is higher through all eleven ministries compared to their German 
counterparts. The high impact rate of @BMUB (ranked two among all 14 ministries) reflects 
general findings of the importance of environmental issues in Germany as shown in Table 3. 
However, the measure of the impact rate based on the number of followers must be treated with 
caution as it represents only one side of the interaction. It is not possible to evaluate, whether users 
actually follow the ministries’ profiles. Sections 4.3 and 4.4 aim to shed light on the interaction 
behind the follower-following relationship.  

Table 3: Twitter impact rate (%) of German and Japanese ministries. 

Japan Impact 
rate 

 Germany Impact 
rate 

Ministry of Defence (@bouei_saigai) 0.53  Federal Foreign Office 
(@AsuwaertigesAmt) 

0.56 

Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare 
(@MHLWitter) 

0.33  Federal Ministry for the 
Environment, Nature Conservation, 
Building and Nuclear Safety 
(@BMUB) 

0.07 

Ministry for Education, Culture Sports, 
Science and Technology (@mextjapan) 

0.23  Federal Ministry for Family, Elderly, 
Women and Youth (@BMFSFJ) 

0.06 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(@MofaJapan_jp) 

0.17  Federal Ministry for Economic 
Affairs and Energy (@BMWi_Bund) 

0.06 

Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, 
Transport and Tourism 
(@MLIT_JAPAN) 

0.13  Federal Ministry of Defence 
(@bundeswehrinfo) 
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Ministry of the Environment 
(@Kankyo_Jpn) 

0.12  Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development 
(@BMZ_Bund) 

0.04 

Ministry of Economy, Trade and 
Industry (@meti_NIPPON) 

0.12  Federal Ministry of Finance 
(@BMF_Bund) 

0.03 

Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Communication (@MIC_JAPAN) 

0.10  Federal Ministry of Justice and 
Consumer Protection (@BMJV_Bund) 

0.02 

Ministry of Finance (@MOF_Japan) 0.10  Federal Ministry of Food and 
Agriculture (@bmel) 

0.02 

Ministry of Justice (@MOJ_HOUMU) 0.09  Federal Ministry of Education and 
Research (@BMBF_Bund) 

0.02 

Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fisheries (@MAFF_JAPAN) 

0.03  Federal Ministry of Health 
(@BMG_Bund) 

0.02 

   Federal Ministry of the Interior 
(@BMI_Bund) 

0.02 

 Federal Ministry of Transport and 
Digital Infrastructure (@BMVI) 

0.02 

 Federal Ministry of Labour and Social 
Affairs (@BMAS_Bund) 

0.01 

*Impact rate=Number of followers in relation to the general population. Germany: 81,292,400 (Source: DeStatis); Japan: 125,891,742 
(Source: Soumu). 

 

4.3. Analytical approach of communicative interaction (network strategy) 

This section explores the graphical representation (sociogram) of the online communication 
interaction of the Japanese and German environmental ministries’ Twitter user profiles to find out 
to whom the governmental organizations maintain connections and what it can say about their 
social media behavior. Based on the findings in the previous section in terms of impact rate and 
popularity of Twitter in general, the network strategy analysis adds value to the previous analyses.  

Figure 2 shows a highly interactive communication network by @BMUB with ties to mainly 
profiles of mass media companies and journalists. This supports the agenda-setting function of the 
ministry and the strong position within politics in Germany.  
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Figure 2: Twitter sociogram of @BMUB. 

 

@Kankyo_Jpn revealed a quite different shape, compared to @BMUB, as shown in Figure 3. It is 
strikingly different in terms of the number of connections. A communicative interaction network is 
negligible. It maintains its strongest tie to the Twitter profile of the Ministry of Health, Labor and 
Welfare of Japan (@MHLWitter), but due to the few number of retweets and mentions it has no 
notable range in the Twitter community. Based on these findings, the MoE could be considered as 
weak and not influential in terms of shaping public opinion on the Internet.  

 

 

 

Figure 3 Twitter sociogram of @Kankyo_Jpn.  
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