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The expansion of social media is associated with rapid growth in digital spaces for civic
engagement and deliberative democratic discussion. Yet while these networked public spaces
offer many possibilities for engagement and interaction, the technology also shapes social
dynamics, raising questions about managing professional relationships and boundaries
online. The development of a closed Facebook for social workers in New Zealand provided
an opportunity to explore their perceptions on the use of a shared social media space for
information sharing, professional deliberation and debate about public issues: our findings

highlight perceived benefits and pitfalls.
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INTRODUCTION

The rise of social media and the growth of social networking sites has created a proliferation
of virtual spaces where people gather to chat, share content and associate with family, friends
and people who share their interests. Some commentators argue that these online spaces are
leading to new forms of civil society where citizens can engage in deliberative, democratic
discussions within shared communities of practice (Varnelis & Friedberg, 2008; boyd, 2010;
Levine, 2000). In addition, many studies have traced the role of Facebook, Twitter and blogs

in enabling people to debate and mobilise to take action on shared issues of concern across



the world (Castells, 2015; Gerbaudo, 2012; Joyce, 2010, Tierney, 2013). Yet, whilst the
affordances of networked public space offer many possibilities for engagement and
interaction, the technology also shapes social dynamics: altering the distinction between the
public and private and introducing unfamiliar communicative challenges such as blurred

boundaries, collapsed contexts, and invisible audiences (boyd, 2010; Baym & boyd, 2012).

The focus of this article is a study of a professional Facebook group called Social Work in
Aotearoa New Zealand (SWANZ): this is a closed group which had 850 members at the time
of the study. It was established and administered by a single individual social worker who
created the group in October 2014 with the stated purpose of being "a safe place for social
workers in Aotearoa New Zealand to meet and discuss issues relevant to our practice". It was
envisaged as a closed community of practice for social workers, and the administrator vetted
all people requesting membership to ensure that they were indeed social workers. Social
media has been subject to increasing attention over recent years within the social work
literature, with topics spanning concerns about privacy, confidentiality and professional
conduct (Kimball & Kim, 2013; Reamer, 2013; Sage & Sage, 2015). In addition, more
positive readings have considered the potential social media carry for learning and
professional development (Stanfield & Beddoe, 2016). Social work has been called upon to
consider the impact and potential of social media because of its significant influence on local
societies, its potential for practice and its prospective power as a tool for advocacy on social

justice issues (Stanfield & Beddoe, 2016).

Four members of the research team were members of SWANZ, shared an interest in social
media within the social work profession, and have been active participants in discussion and
debate within the group. Following an announcement by the New Zealand government of
plans to reform child protection services and alter the structure and funding of social services,
SWANZ became a place where group members shared information about proposed policy
changes and discussed and debated these and other issues. As participants we observed the
ebb and flow of discussion and noticed the growth of interest in the group, indicated by a
rapid rise in membership. We also observed that, as in other online communities, some
members were very active in making contributions and comments to the online discussion,
but the vast majority were relatively passive participants (they may be logging in and reading
content posted to the group but made no little or no active contributions to discussion or

debate). The study aimed to explore with participants factors associated with active
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engagement in this networked public space, and factors associated with reluctance to

participate. Our specific research questions were:

1. What do participants value about their membership of the SWANZ Facebook group?
2. What problems or issues are associated with membership?
3. What factors are associated with active engagement and with reluctance to participate

in the SWANZ community?

We hoped to to utilise the findings to inform the development of professional use of social
media by the social work profession and to better understand how social workers might use

online networks to debate public issues.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature review is focused on two topics of significance to this study: firstly an
exploration of how social networking sites operate as networked publics, and secondly
consideration of the research on civic engagement and online incivility. The latter topic is
explored because the idea of democratic deliberation is highly relevant to purposes of the
SWANZ Facebook group, as is the way in which the affordances of social media can have

unanticipated effects on interpersonal communication.

Social Networking Sites as networked publics

In the second quarter of 2016 the world’s largest social network, Facebook, was reported to
attract 1.71 billion monthly active users (Statista, 2016). The global reach and pervasive use
of social media have transformed how people create, collaborate and maintain social
relationships. Social networking sites (SNS) provide internet based services that allow
people to construct a digital profile and reach across conventional barriers of time and space
to connect with others anywhere in the world. However, the connections people choose to
establish are often carefully focussed on aspects of their personal or professional identity
(boyd, 2010; Baym and boyd, 2012). boyd (2010) terms these new digital spaces networked
publics:

Networked publics are publics that are restructured by networked technologies. As
such they are simultaneously (1) the space constructed through networked
technologies and (2) the imagined collective that emerges as a result of the

intersection of people, technology and practice. (p. 39)



boyd’s (2010) reference to an imagined collective resonates with Anderson’s (2006) notion of
a public as an imagined community, a phrase coined to describe the idea of national identity
and the sense that people have of being part of a national community even though they could
not possibly engage in face-to-face communication with all of its members. Another
important facet of the concept of publics is its plurality: there is not one common public
sphere but many publics some of which may be open and inclusive, other more exclusionary
and some that might be termed counterpublics “formed by their conflict with the norms and
contexts of their cultural environment” (Warner, 2002, p. 63). Networked publics share a
similar function to real world public spaces where people congregate: for example, cafés,
places of employment, clubs, and the home (Varnelis & Friedberg, 2008). However, as boyd
(2010) argues, networked publics “extend and complicate publics” (p.41). The informational
architecture of a social network site (the capacity it provides to create a profile, connect with
friends, join a group, post, comment, share, like or block other users) offers its users
particular constraints and affordances on their actions that alter the usual boundaries of social

interaction (boyd, 2010; Baym & Boyd, 2012).

The architecture and affordances of SNS also offer users fresh opportunities, new challenges,
and a digital space for the performance of self and the management of impressions (Goffman,
1959; Sleeper et al, 2013; Mor et al, 2015). Social media users respond to these opportunities
and challenges in different ways. As Baym and boyd (2012) suggest, “Some develop a
sensibility through experience; others find themselves struggling to make sense of and
manage their participation in networked publics; some misunderstand the consequences of
their actions and make mistakes without realizing it” (p. 328). Mor et al. (2015), for
example, studied the complex strategies adopted by Israeli youth to manage political
expression on Facebook in a highly charged and divisive political context, and Sleeper et al.
(2013) explored how Facebook users self-censored around half of their potential content in
order to manage the presentation of self and avoid unwanted arguments or discussions. For a
minority of users social media offer a context to engage in behaviours, perceived by others, to

be deliberately aggressive, hostile or rude.

Civic engagement and online incivility



The motivations for people to use SNS include personal, professional and political reasons,
information seeking and civic engagement (De Zuniga & Valenzuela, 2011; Graham, Jackson
& Wright, 2014). One of the bi-products of the information-sharing activities of individuals
is that the digital space can inadvertently, or purposefully, become a political space. In fact,
some proponents argue that the internet has a critical role in increasing political participation
and deliberative democratic discussion (Papacharissi, 2004), thus halting, or reversing, recent
declines in the public sphere and civic engagement (Levine, 2000; Putnam, 1995, 2000).
Other commentators counter that the digital domain ushers in its own problems including
online incivility (Papacharissi, 2004; Santana, 2014), hostile verbal behaviour or flaming
(Hutchens et al., 2015), and the cyberbalkanisation of the internet or its fragmentation into a

multitude of ‘like-minded’ groups (Dahlberg, 2007; Putnam, 2000).

Discussion is the primary activity of social networking and is also key to democratic political
engagement, as it creates opportunities for social learning and attitude formation (Johnson,
Zhang, Bichard, & Seltzer, 2011). Indeed, evidence suggests that individuals who engage in
discussion with those who hold opposing views are more likely to be tolerant of the opinions
of others, aware of different perspectives, and hold complex political views (Mutz, 2002;
Evelend and Hively, 2009). Within civil society there is an expectation that individuals have
the right to their own beliefs and opinions. Offensive comments that deny respect for social
groups or individuals impede the democratic ideal that robust but respectful discussion should
characterise political activity (Papacharissi, 2004; Santana, 2014). Online incivility can be
conceptualised as “attacks that go beyond differences in opinion and that devolve into name-
calling, contempt and derision” (Santana, 2014, p21). As Hutchens et al. (2015) put it, “The
conversation moves from: ‘I disagree with your position on health care’ to ‘I disagree with

your socialistic, un-American position on health care.” ” (p. 1203).

Issues of public concern often cultivate healthy debate and heated discussion. However,
conversations permeated with incivility can overshadow meaningful conversations and lead
to disillusionment, disengagement and psychological stress (Anderson et al., 2014). As
Santana (2104) argues “Discursive incivility induces defensive reactions instead of
deliberative ones and often leads to a collapse in deliberative dialogue.” (p.21) Online
anonymity (where users can choose screen names or avatars that conceal their true identity) is
especially associated with incivility; a problem that has been studied in relation to online

newspaper commenting forums (Santana, 2014) and that Rowe (2014) has shown can be
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managed, although not eliminated, by requiring users to log on using a Facebook account that
confirms their identity.

METHOD

Many studies of online interaction in social media spaces such as Facebook use the actual
online interactions between participants as the primary data source, perhaps conducting a
social network analysis of their relationships. This approach yields excellent empirical data
allowing researchers to observe and trace relationships over time and analyse the actual
content of communications. When these communications occur in a space that is accessible
on the open internet some researchers consider this to be publically accessible data with no
need for informed consent. However, as Markham and Buchanan (2012) point out, “The
ethical parameters for collecting information in online public spaces are ambiguous and
contested” (p. 13). In a closed Facebook group like SWANZ it is highly likely that
participants expect their communications to be kept private to the community, even although
they might be aware of the potential for breaches of that expectation. In that context the
informed consent of participants would be required before making ethical use of
conversational data. However, the research team considered that seeking the informed
consent of 850 individuals for access to communications that had taken place over a year
prior to making the request, was not a feasible approach. We therefore decided to invite
members of the group to take part in an online survey and to interview a sample of survey
participants. This article focuses on the findings from the online survey, and the interview
data will be reported in a subsequent article. The project was approved by the ethics
committees of two universities and one polytechnic: the University of Auckland, the

University of Waikato and the Open Polytechnic.

We established the approval of the SWANZ administrator and posted an invitation to
participate in the survey in the SWANZ Facebook group with a link to the survey. The survey
landing page linked to a participant information sheet. Agreeing to participate in the survey
was taken as consent to participate. The questionnaire was created using the online survey
software Qualtrics and consisted, mostly, of quantitative questions designed to collect
demographic data, data about participants’ use of Facebook, extent of political activism,
levels of activity within SWANZ, and questions about participants’ opinions towards the use
of SWANZ. There were two open-ended qualitative questions one of which asked

participants to elaborate on their responses to a question about whether they had ever



considered leaving SWANZ, and the other was a final question inviting participants to add
“any other comments you wish on your involvement with the SWANZ Facebook group”.

We noted above that most of the research team were members of the SWANZ Facebook prior
to the research, albeit with varying degrees of participation. Like the majority of SWANZ
participants we used real names and our Facebook profiles made it evident who we were and
where we worked. Included amongst the SWANZ participants were colleagues, students and
former students. As such we could be classified as insider researchers (Dwyer & Buckle,
2009) although with the distinction of being well informed about the topic as an intellectual
endeavour. The latter point is important as our participation in the research was both as

members of the community under study and scholars in the field.

FINDINGS
Participants

Fifty-three participants from the closed group of 850 responded to the survey (6.23% of the
population of interest). The majority of participants were aged between 35 and 54 (69%)
with 25% aged over 54 years of age and only 6% younger than 35 years. The majority of
participants identified as female (75%) and the remainder as male (25%). In keeping with the
approach to ethnicity identification used by Statistics New Zealand, participants could
identify with more than one ethnicity (and so the percentages add to more than 100%): the
majority (79%) identified as being of New Zealand European ethnicity, 12% as Maori and
25% as other. In response to a question about their highest qualification 34% stated they had
a bachelors or bachelors with honours qualification, 12% a postgraduate certificate or
diploma, 38% a master’s degree and 6% a doctorate. Only 10% reported having a sub-degree

diploma qualification.

Twenty-six percent indicated that their primary place of work was in a non-governmental
organisation (with 2% in indigenous, iwi social services), 22% worked in a government
organisation (Child, Youth and Family, or District Health Board), 27% in a tertiary education
organisation, and 12% were students. Fourteen percent worked in other settings. On the
whole the participants’ demographic profile looks very similar to the demography of the
social work workforce with the exception of place of work. Here it is clear that that the
sample included a disproportionate number of people working within tertiary education

institutions who are likely to be social work academics, which may explain their relatively
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high level of educational qualifications. In fact, academics and students made up over a third

(39%) of the sample.

Use of Facebook

The sample were active users of Facebook with 89% using it at least daily (and 71% more
than once each day). Six percent accessed Facebook four to six times each week, and 6%
two to three times each week. Most (78%) had had a Facebook account for more than five

years, 20% for more than two years and the remainder (2%) for more than a year.

Activism

To measure levels of political activism the survey asked participants to report on their
affiliations to political and other campaigning organisations and included a direct question on
whether they considered themselves to be an activist. Over half of participants (56%) were
members of the Aotearoa New Zealand Association of Social Workers, almost a third (29%)
were members of a campaigning issue based organisation (e.g. Greenpeace, Amnesty
International etc.), over a quarter were paid up members of a political party (27%), and 60%
were members of a trade union. Sixty-eight percent of participants agreed, or agreed

strongly, that they would describe themselves as a social or political activist.

The survey also asked participants to position themselves on a ten-point political spectrum
scale where one was “left wing” and ten was “right wing”. The majority positioned

themselves on the left of the scale with a mean score of 3.13 (SD=1.84).

Responses to government

Bearing in mind that the SWANZ Facebook group was launched just before several major
government efforts to reform child protection and social services in New Zealand the survey
asked participants two questions about their responses to government: one asked how often,
in the last year, the actions of the government of New Zealand made them feel frustrated; the
second asked how often the actions of government made them feel angry or outraged. On a
five-point Likert scale where one was “never”, and five was “all of the time”, 81% percent
stated that they felt frustrated at the actions of the NZ government either often or all of the

time, and 67% felt angry or outraged either often or all of the time.



Levels of political activity and perceived political efficacy\

All but two participants had been active in some sort of political activity in the last year,
ranging from 91% who had signed a petition to 5% who had joined a political party. The
high proportion of petition signers may be an effect of the growth of online petitions
promulgated by organisations like ActionStation (ActionStation Aotearoa, 2016). However,
our participants are not only digital activists but also engaged in face-to-face activity with
50% attending public demonstrations and 68% participating in public forums or debates. That
many use their own initiative to take action is suggested by the 36% who have written to an

MP and the 14% who have written to mainstream media.

[INSERT TABLE 1]

In order to assess participants’ sense of political efficacy the survey asked them to rate the
extent to which they believed their actions could influence the decisions made by the New
Zealand government on a ten-point scale from 1 = not at all, to 10 = a great deal: the
resulting mean was 5.02 suggesting that political efficacy was perceived to be mid-range,

although the range of responses here was quite wide (SD = 2.24).

Levels of engagement with the SWANZ Facebook group

The duration of participants’ membership of the SWANZ Facebook group ranged from more
than a year (40%), to six to twelve months (34%), to less than six months (28%). Levels of
engagement in the group varied from those who logged in at least daily (35%), to at least 2 to

3 times a week (48%), to at least once a month (16%).

What participants valued about SWANZ

From a list of eight statements about aspects of the SWANZ membership that participants’
valued most feeling connected to a wider community of practice was recognised by 80.25%
of participants as valuable or very valuable. This was quite closely followed with the value
participants placed on being able to post and share information on issues relevant to the
social work community (77.08% stating this was valuable or very valuable). If being part of

the community and being able to contribute was valued, so too was obtaining access to
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information (75% stating this was valuable or very valuable) and links to open access journal
articles and other professional development materials (74.47% stating this was valuable or

very valuable).

[INSERT TABLE 2]

The item on our list of statements that was least valued was Feeling empowered, able to take
a stand, and question and challenge the views of government with only 46.81% recognising

this as valuable or very valuable.

Negative aspects of SWANZ

To explore the possible negative aspects of participation in SWANZ participants were asked
to indicate the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with statements about the volume of
posts to the group, the relevance of posts and whether policy and political discussion was felt
to be polarising. Most participants appeared not to have an issue with these aspects of
participation with only 10.42% agreeing, or agreeing strongly, that the volume of posts was
overwhelming, 12.5% that policy and political discussion were polarising, and 12.5% that

many posts were not relevant.

Asked if they have recommended the SWANZ Facebook group to others, 64.58% indicated
that they had. However, when asked whether they had ever considered leaving the group over
a third (37.5%) indicated they had considered leaving. Thirteen participants (27%) offered
their reasons for considering leaving the group, and twelve of the statements made referred to
the tone of the contributions made by some individuals who were described as “dominant”,

2% ¢ 29 ¢

“bullying”, “rude”, “offensive” and “aggressive”. For example, one stated that:

sometimes discussion on important issues goes beyond "challenge" and becomes
more accusatory and attacking. While described as a 'safe' space to discuss openly,
the way discussions go sometimes don't feel very open or safe at times. I get that
people are passionate about causes, but the times when things have descended to
personal attack it has made me wonder if it was a safe enough space to say anything at

all. (Participant #42)
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We cannot be certain but these statements may have been related to recent events within the
group as one participant stated that “More recent polemic on posts...last six months or so,
unhelpful, critical and disrespectful posts that don’t honour our profession” (Participant #13);
and three participants refer to an individual who was recently removed from the group:
“Because of the nasty comments made by some members which is polarising and unethical.
Very pleased to see a member removed recently due to some of the comments he made"
(Participant #16). Whilst it is not clear that all of these participants are referring to the same
people or issues, or would have the same point of view on these issues, two make mention of

“difficult” discussions around racism and culture.

Activity levels in SWANZ
The next section of the survey explored the activities undertaken by participants in the
SWANZ Facebook group asking how frequently they started a new post, commented on an

existing post, liked a post, or shared a post with another group.

[INSERT TABLE 3]

The majority of participants (70.83%) rarely or never started new posts in the SWANZ group

although over half (57.44%) sometimes or often commented on the posts of others.

Reluctance to express policy or political views

The survey asked whether participants had ever felt reluctant to express a point of view on
policy or politics within the SWANZ group and over three quarters (77%) agreed that they
had. Asked to select from some statements of possible reasons for this reluctance, the reason
selected by 70.59% of participants was [ worry that I may be subject to critical comments by
others in the group who do not share my views. That this perception may relate to recent
events in the group is suggested by the response to the final question which asked participants

to make any additional statements they wanted to about the SWANZ group.

[INSERT TABLE 4]

Other comments
The final question invited participants to add any other comments they wished on their

involvement with the SWANZ Facebook group. Twenty five participants (47.17% of the

11



sample) added comments several of which were at some length giving a commentary of
1,405 words in total. A thematic analysis of these comments identified three main themes:
the first, was on the value of the Facebook group as a professional network; the second, and
most commented upon, was the issue of participants concerns with netiquette or online
incivility, and the third was a specific comment about the groups ability to deliberate on

matters of racism.

Several participants recognised the “potential value in the group as a networking tool”
(Participant #42) and as a “way to connect to the community of social work” (Participant
#39). Participant #25 stated that “I believe social media such as the SWANZ group are a very
important way to network and disseminate information in a very timely manner”. However,
the comments of each of these participants, and several others, suggest that the SWANZ
Facebook group may not be achieving its networking, community building potential. The
concern shared by most participants was in relation to what we might refer to as lapses in

netiquette or online civility. For example:

It’s more that I don't want to endorse a faceless discourse with people who clearly are
not willing to have a reasoned discussion but simply wish to rage, lash out and be
righteous. It seems like a lose-lose for all involved. I don't wish to put people off
being part of a social work community! So at times I have felt reluctant or de-

motivated about posting issues or comments. (Participant #5)

Another aspect that creates a barrier to contribute to threads on this page is that I often
feel that the same people critique/pull apart views which they may not deem to be
"acceptable". I can't be bothered with in-fighting, not enough time in the day to play
that game! (Participant #44)

Participants expressed concerns about “trolling, bullying and abusive behaviour” (Participant
#23) that robust deliberation sometimes turned into aggressive personal attacks, and that

comments could be misconstrued and even hijacked:

I have seen a few 'hijackings' take place on the page that both frustrate and intimidate
me. | am acutely aware of the social, political and cultural issues impacting on

society and will always work to educate and address these ... In the meantime, there is
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also the 'day to day' practice issues which I would like to discuss but get too scared to

bring up.(Participant #22)

Several participants referred to the topic of racism as a source of difficulty for open
discussion in the SWANZ Facebook group and the two quotations that follow articulate two

perspectives on this matter:

There has been a recent discussion about racism and white supremacy which I have
found difficult to express my true opinion due to concerns about being labelled racist.

I have felt gagged by the narrative. (Participant #3)

I don't worry about being subject to critical feedback or constructive feedback but I
feel the group has foundered at times and been unable to tolerate critical discussion
particularly around issues to do with racism resulting in personalisation,

pathologization and reductionism. (Participant #33)

DISCUSSION

This study was conducted to address four research questions: What do social work
participants value about their membership of the SWANZ Facebook group? What problems
or issues were associated with membership? What factors are associated with active
engagement and with reluctance to participate in the SWANZ community? Our assumption
is that answers to these questions might illuminate factors associated with the development of
other professional social networking sites. However, we need to note from the outset the
limitations on making generalisations from what is, in effect, a relatively small case study
with a limited number of participants (n = 53) from a much larger online community (n =
840). We also need to recognise, as noted above, the researchers’ role as participants in the
SWANZ community and therefore as insider researchers (we will return to these points when

discussing study limitations below).

The demographic details of our participants revealed them to be preponderantly female, mid-
adulthood, and with relatively high academic qualifications. Detailed statistics on the
demography of the contemporary social work workforce in New Zealand are not available

however, we do know that it is an older age demographic and is predominantly female. One
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feature of the sample that suggests it is not representative of the workforce, or the SWANZ

Facebook group, it the high proportion of social work educators included.

It is quite clear that our participants valued many aspects of SWANZ Facebook group and
that the three most highly rated aspects of their participation were feeling connected to a
wider community of practice; being able to post and share information on issues relevant to
the social work community; and quick and easy access to the latest news and information on
matters relevant to social work practice. So, the feeling of being connected and the ability to
contribute to the community are rated even higher than accessing information posted by
others (helpful although this may be). Curiously, for a group of social workers who appear to
be social and politically active, and who could reasonably be described as being dissatisfied
with the recent actions of government, the statement that fewest respondents considered to be
valuable was feeling empowered, able to take a stand, and question and challenge the views
of government. This may connect to the general sense of political efficacy indicated above,
or it may refer to the extent to which the SWANZ Facebook group is perceived as a potential

vehicle for the mobilisation of political activity.

Considering negative factors associated with their use of the SWANZ group our participants
were unconcerned with the volume of posts, with irrelevant posts or with discussion
becoming polarised. In fact, the majority encouraged other social workers to become
participants. And yet over a third of participants admitted they had actively considered
leaving the group at some time. Featuring strongly amongst the reasons offered for leaving
the group was what was described as the “domineering”, “bullying”, “rude”, “offensive” and
“aggressive” interactions with some group members. This theme is picked up again in
relation to a question on reluctance to express a point of view on policy or politics where the

standout statement (agreed by 70.59% of participants) is  worry that I may be subject to

critical comments by others in the group who do not share my views.

Given that the majority of our sample include mature, educated social workers (many of
whom are educators) who also identify as political and social activists, this seems an
extraordinary finding. One of the issues confronting users who are members of a Facebook
group is that, unlike their personal wall where they can select their friends, they have no
choice over who the other members are; and, in a large group like SWANZ, they are highly

unlikely to know all of the participants. Therefore, short of blocking a user altogether, as
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identified by Sleeper et al. (2013), self-censorship is the only way for users to manage the

presentation of self and avoid unwanted arguments or discussions.

One of the curious aspects of the incidents referred to by our participants is that these acts of
online incivility occurred in a closed community of social work practitioners where one
might expect relative homogeneity and a shared value base. Indeed, as Suhay et al. (2015)
highlight, online incivility in particular partisan communities tends to be directed at an out-
group which, in this case, might be expected to be the governmental actors responsible for
making social policy reforms, controversial reforms that have been widely debated in public
media. The fact that incivility, in this instance, appeared to be directed at people inside the
group and was, according to some respondents, associated with discussions of race, culture
and allegations of white supremacy suggests that the individual, or individuals involved, may
have associated with a counterpublic and considered the members of SWANZ to be the out-
group. This, however, is speculation and, without access to data observing actual online

behaviours, is impossible to confirm.

Two final points to note about possible lack of homogeneity in the membership of the
SWANZ Facebook group is that, although the volunteer administrator stated that all members
were checked to confirm that they were social workers, the definition of who is a social
worker in Aotearoa New Zealand is contested. Although, the Social Workers Registration
Board (SWRB) exists to register social workers in New Zealand, and the majority of
governmental social workers are required to be registered, registration is not mandatory and
the title of social worker is not protected. Therefore, anyone can identify themselves as a
social worker without necessarily subscribing to the code of ethics of the professional body,
or the code of conduct of the SWRB. Secondly, whilst responses to this survey were being
collected (between January and February 2015) the code of conduct of the SWRB was
revised and a new version, including, for the first time, explicit reference to the use of social

media was published in March 2016.

In terms of the limitations on our study, the low number of participants, in comparison with
the number of members of the SWANZ Facebook group, meant we could not conduct more
sophisticated analyses of the quantitative data. Several factors may have impacted on
participation. Firstly, we launched the survey during the Southern Hemisphere’s summer

holiday period. Secondly, the flurry of negative postings referred to by participants happened
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just before the survey was launched and may have had a negative impact on people logging in
to the group. Thirdly, as noted earlier, we were insider researchers, and thus, by virtue of our
participation in the Facebook group, may not have been perceived as neutral and this may
have influenced participants’ decisions to participate or not. Finally, as a self-report survey,
the views expressed by participants may not accurately reflect their actual behaviours in the
online community. In spite of these limitations, as a small case study of an online community
of practice for social workers, we believe the study offers some valid insights into the

dynamics of online interaction and the chilling effects on participation of online incivility.

CONCLUSIONS

Considered as an exploratory case study our findings highlight the potential benefits and
pitfalls associated with the use of a networked public space for debating issues of concern to
professional social workers. The creation of an online community of practice in which users
can engage and share news, information and opinions was valued highly. However, in this
case study, there were issues associated with examples of online incivility and a pervasive
reluctance to express policy or political opinions because of concerns about critical comments
by others. What is not clear is the extent to which concerns about critical feedback are just a
normal, and sensible, part of interaction in networked public spaces; and the extent to which
our respondents were reacting to a group climate and recent events in this particular
Facebook group. It is also possible that sensitive issues, such as race and culture, pose
particular dilemmas for democratic deliberation in the context of a postcolonial society where

indigenous people are vastly over-represented in the care and justice systems.

Although there would be ethical barriers to be overcome, deeper insight into the
communication patterns and styles in networked public spaces for professional social workers
(and other professional groups) might be best obtained by adapting methods from the
emerging scholarship associated with digital ethnography (Pink, et al, 2016).
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TABLE 1 Participants' political activity in the last year

Political activity N Percentage
Written to or met with an MP to express a point of view 16 36%
Attended a public demonstration 22 50%
Joined a political party 2 5%

Joined a campaigning issue based organisation 21 48%
Attended a public forum or debate 30 68%
Signed a petition 40 91%

Sent a letter to the mainstream media 6 14%
Other 7 16%
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TABLE 2 What participant’s valued about SWANZ

Statements

Not

valuable

Limited

value

Average

value

Valuable

Very

valuable

22

Quick and easy access to the latest
news and information on matters
relevant to social work practice (N =

48)

Useful information on open access
journal articles and other professional

development materials (N = 47)

Feeling connected to a wider
professional community of practice

(N = 48)

Feeling empowered, able to take a
stand, and question and challenge the

views of government (N = 47)

Being able to access colleagues I can
ask for advice and information on

professional issues (N = 48)

Being able to participate in
discussions and debates about policy
and political issues relating to social

work practice (N = 48)

Being able to post and share
information on issues relevant to the

social work community (N = 48)

Opportunity to show my support for
issues and causes in which I believe

(N = 48)

4.26

2.08

4.17

4.17

2.08

8.33

4.26

10.42

25.53

10.42

16.67

6.25

16.67

16.67

21.28

8.33

23.40

33.33

18.75

12.5

16.67

37.5

40.43

41.67

29.79

31.25

31.25

50

43.75

37.5

34.04

38.58

17.02

22.92

29.17

27.08

20.83



TABLE 3 Frequency of participant’s activity in SWAN (percentages)

Actions Never Rarely Sometimes Often Most of
the time

How often do you start new posts in the SWANZ  39.58 31.25 2292 6.25

group? (N =48)

How often do you add comments to posts in the 14.89 27.66 51.06 6.38

SWANZ group? (N =47)

How often do you 'like' new posts or comments in 4.17  8.33 50 33.33 4.17

the SWANZ group? (N = 48)

How often do you share SWANZ group posts 16.67 29.17 41.67 10.42 2.08

with friends or other Facebook groups? (N = 48)

TABLE 4 Reasons for reluctance to express policy or political views

Reasons Percentage N
agreeing
I worry that [ may be subject to critical comments by others in the ~ 70.59 34

group who do not share my views.

I’m not always sure what I really think and I’m concerned I may 41.18 34
not express myself clearly.

I prefer to keep my view on policies and politics to myself. 33.33 30
I’m concerned that current or future employers may be able to 31.25 32
monitor my political views and this may affect my career

prospects.

My employment contract prohibits me from expressing views on 19.35 31
policy or politics in public forums

I don’t think it is appropriate for social workers to share their 16.13 31

political or policy views in a social media platform.
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