
Presenter's note: This presentation was given to the Association of North 

Thames Amenity Societies at its AGM on 29 November 2014. The details in 

the talk are accurate to the best of my knowledge at the time of the 

presentation. I would like to thank the friends and colleagues who gave me 

advice, stories and the benefit of their thoughts in the preparation of this 

presentation. 

I am pleased to say that, within a week of the presentation, the member 

societies of ANTAS had made the numbers of societies with social media 

accounts reported in this presentation already inaccurate! 

 

I didn't consider myself an ‘expert’ when Tony Fooks invited me to speak to 

you about the power of social media in the civic movement a few months ago: 

I am a user of social media both personally and in a civic society capacity and 

I had a feeling that social media is a powerful tool in the civic movement, but I 

had no real knowledge to substantiate that feeling. 

However, I have spent the last few months doing some research, talking to 

people and learning lots, and that is what I am going to share with you today. 
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Here is what I propose to cover this morning. I would be very happy to take 

questions during my talk as well as afterwards, and I am staying for lunch so 

would be happy to talk to anyone then too. 

What I would ask you do to for the next 45 minutes is listen with an open mind. 

My suggestion is that you try some new ideas on, like a cloak. You can take 

the cloak off again if it doesn’t work for you, but for now, just drape it round 

your shoulders and see how it fits. 

I was given that advice when I attended a Civic Voice leadership course a 

couple of years ago. The facilitator of the course asked us not to reject any 

idea that others put forward, but to try it on for size, just in case it turned out to 

be useful. Using Twitter was one of those ideas… 
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Social media is consumer-generated media – it is designed to be shared. You 

may recognise some logos here – these are the common ones. 

• Easy to comment on 

• Easy to send 

• No costs associated with viewing it 

• Always available 

Social media enables people to share information using the internet. 

(Show of hands – who uses social media regularly?) 
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For those of you who haven’t used social media, commonly you have a ‘news 

feed’ or ‘Twitter feed’ which shows you what people you have chosen to 

‘befriend’ or ‘follow’ have to say, including news that has interested them 

(because they forward it on to you by sharing or re-tweeting it). 

(Commentary on what’s on the slide – my society’s Twitter feed on the left, my 

personal Facebook news feed on the right) 
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Social networking is the use of communities to engage with others. 

 

So social networking is just like what we have done by becoming members of 

our civic society – we are members of something where we share similar 

values and interests. 
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So here’s an example of social networking: this is the group “On Memory 

Corner Burton upon Trent” which has 3,272 members. 

The Burton and Ashby Light Railway was a tramway system operating 

between Burton upon Trent and Ashby de la Zouch. On its closure, the tram 

cars were sold and one car ended up in the city of Detroit where it operated on 

a heritage trolley line from 1976 until closure in 2003. This photo shows the 

tram car leaving Burton in the 1970s. 

Of course, Detroit is currently in the news for declaring itself bankrupt, and one 

of the assets it has put up for sale is this tram car. This Facebook conversation 

shows people talking about the tram car – and in the final part an update on 

the fact that a group has come together to try and buy it to return it to Burton. 

Social networking allows these conversations to take place at a time when 

people can contribute, wherever they are. The criticism arises that people are 

sitting in front of their computer screens rather than meeting in person – the 

main part of my talk to you this morning is designed to demonstrate that social 

media can be used precisely to encourage people to meet in person and do 

good things together. 
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This is another example of social networking 

Here is an example of a conversation between Melbourne Civic Society and 

Wakefield, then retweeted by Civic Voice to its 6000 followers. 
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Does your civic society have any of the following? 

2012 2013 2014 

Website 89.7% 94.2% 90.0% 

Facebook page 20.5% 32.6% 41.7% 

Twitter account 14.4% 31.4% 38.3% 

E-bulletin 33.8% 43.0% 45.0% 

Paper newsletter 80.5% 84.9% 83.3% 

Blog 2.6% 8.1% 6.7% 

answered question 195 86 60 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These are results from Civic Voice’s annual survey in answer to the question: 

“Does your civic society have any of the following?” 

I have put the number of surveys completed at the bottom of each year 

because as a scientist I know that these numbers affect the validity of the 

results – 2012 is the year that Ian Harvey from Civic Voice spent a lot of time 

on the phone asking groups to respond to the survey. However, we can still 

take something from these data. 

Websites and newsletter at around 80–90%. 

The trend shows here agrees with Ian’s instinct, namely that Twitter and 

Facebook use (mainly Twitter) have increased over the last 3 years – there are 

now more than 70 civic societies using Twitter. 



This map shows your societies and who uses Facebook, Twitter. For FB and 

Twitter I have shown the number of followers/likes you have as of Wednesday. 

Many of you have blog-style websites with recent posts of news and events 

and to keep the site looking fresh and some with a facility to allow users to 

comment on posts. 

Six of the 22 societies in ANTAS have Twitter and seven have Facebook – 

which in percentage terms is similar to the figures nationally on the previous 

slide. 
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And here are examples of some of your societies that don’t have a Twitter 

account being talked about on Twitter. 

Is the person who managed to get on the Jeremy Vine Show here? Jeremy 

Vine has 255,000 followers on Twitter and this tweet got retweeted 53 

times…that’s pretty good, free, publicity for the Welwyn Garden City Society! 

And Berkhamsted’s Mayor who welcomed us here this morning has already 

tweeted to say that he is here with us. 
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I’m now gong to talk a little bit more about Twitter as that is the social media 

tool that Civic Voice favours and that we have used a lot more than Facebook 

in our Society. 

Twitter allows you to post messages of 140 characters to the people who 

‘follow’ you and you can also write messages that are directed as specific 

people or groups who use Twitter. 

Here is a tweet from the Department of Communities and Local Government 

which has also tweeted when Wakefield, Marple, Canterbury, Wokingham civic 

societies have registered assets of community value – it has 76,000 followers. 



And here’s a very recent example of how my society used Twitter on Tuesday. 

Every month South West Trains runs a ‘tweet the manager’ session – this 

month’s session focused on winter weather. 

We have a new station building in Fleet and it has been a bit of a project 

management disaster in terms of being over-budget, late and left in an 

unfinished state. Lot of groups and individuals have contacted South West 

Trains with a variety of complaints and the saga seems to be in the newspaper 

most weeks. 

On Tuesday evening I tweeted and had this conversation. It’s not much, but it 

took less than 5 minutes which is quite important to me on a busy working day 

where I was in the office from 8am until 6pm, and then left the house at 7pm to 

go to a civic society meeting, to come home at 10pm and go straight to bed. 

It’s the same response as a member of our society got to an email he wrote – 

but it means that more than one of us is making a fuss and they are getting it 

from all angles. 

The chairman of the a neighbouring society told me that the borough council 

reacts to things reported on Twitter – small things like a spelling mistake in a 

car park sign – in a way that his newsletter never provoked. And he has heard 

that the borough council’s Chief Exec asks a member of staff to keep an eye 

on the society’s Twitter feed and act on anything that is an error by the council. 

That might make you cross – that informal social media gets that kind of 

attention – but if you can’t beat it then maybe you should join it? 
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This is one of the reasons that Ian Harvey at Civic Voice uses Twitter. 

The latest estimates are that 409 out of 650 elected MPs have a Twitter 

account. How many of you have written to your MP – either a letter or an 

email? What’s been your experience?  

My MP told me 2 weeks ago that he receives 150 emails and about 50 letters 

every day. How do you make yourself heard in all that noise? 

If your MP is on Twitter, a tweet might reach them – or their office – where 

others methods may not. For example: 

Laura Sandys recently "tweeted" Brandon Lewis with a copy of the new 

Civic Voice manifesto  and his department followed up asking for a hard 

copy. 

Zac Goldsmith contacted Civic Voice via Twitter to ask for views on 

permitted development rights  and this led to a meeting with him to 

discuss the Civic Voice campaign. 

Eric Pickles tweeted about "civic day" this year and last year to his 

39,000 followers. 
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According to some very quick research I did last weekend,  ANTAS is covered 

by some 16 Westminster constituencies. Of these, seven MPs have a Twitter 

account, with the leading Tweeter being Grant Shapps in Welwyn Hatfield. 

I have looked at a few of these accounts and I am impressed at how some of 

them are using Twitter to engage with local community groups and retweet 

messages from them. 

Using Twitter might be another was for your civic society to influence local 

politicians. 
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Now I referred earlier to the common criticism that social media means people 

live in a virtual world and don’t meet any more. I’m now going to show you how 

you can use social media as a tool to drive membership numbers up, meet 

each other and do good things. 
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This is the Facebook page of a charitable organisation set up to look after a 

small river in the middle of Hampshire. 

They have volunteer work parties, and walks, and fund raising fetes – you 

know the sort of thing. They struggle for committee members, the same people 

come on the walks and to volunteer groups – I know this will sound very 

familiar. 

The river is looked after by Hampshire Country Council rangers and one of 

them was given the remit to run events for the wider community. She decided 

to put on free activities for young families this summer, and developed a 

weekly programme of toddle rambles and arts & crafts activities (making faces 

with leaves, that sort of thing). She used only Facebook and word of mouth to 

promote these activities. 4 people came to the first event, then 16 the following 

week, then 26, then 92: the most who have ever come to an event run buy this 

organisation. 

I’ve tried to illustrate how this happens on the slide. If Jade here & I are friends 

on Facebook, I can see what she chooses to write about (or post) on FB, I can 

also write her name against an event (called tagging) and that event will then 

appear in her news feed. Suddenly we’re having a conversation online about 

meeting up to go to an event next Monday, and the people we are friends with 

can see that conversation, and so they decide to come too. 

It’s the same mechanism by which a teenager has a party when her parents 

are away and the message gets out on Facebook and all of a sudden all the 

youths from three towns turn up! 
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Some of you will recognise these pictures as Westgate Hall, one of the venues 

for the Civic Voice Convention in Canterbury last month. 

This was an old drill hall, which Canterbury City Council could no longer justify 

the expense of keeping going in 2010. There was an immediate public outcry – 

a “Save the Westgate Hall” campaign on Facebook, letters in the press, and 

much hand wringing. 

After further discussions the Council formally announced it would shut the hall 

and sell the land to a developer. Interest on the FB page melted away almost 

overnight, leaving just three people saying “But, can’t we do something?”. 

They didn’t know each other, were not active in the Canterbury Society or any 

other local organisation, they just wanted to save an important part of the city’s 

heritage and an important community asset. 

The three arranged to meet in a pub; they set up another meeting and 

publicised that meeting – and 35 people came. From that, 18 volunteers 

pledged to do something, and to cut a long story short, the group formed a 

Community Trust, convinced the Council to give them a 99-year lease, 

managed to raise £800,000 for the hall’s refurbishment, and the Civic Voice 

Convention was used to officially open the hall in October. 

I’m not saying that none of that would have happened without FB, but I am 

saying that in this case FB played an instrumental part in allowing three people 

who didn’t know each other and hadn’t done this sort of thing before to meet. 
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Wakefield Civic Society was persuaded to update its image after a 

postgraduate student did a project for the Yorkshire Association of Civic 

Societies and recommended that societies tried to attract a younger, wider 

audience, including adopting Facebook and Twitter as methods of 

communication. 

Wakefield’s initial response was to create a stronger brand for the society, 

update its website and create a stronger programme of events. They also 

started to use Facebook and Twitter. 
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In 2010 the society had 213 members. In 2012 they had a bit of a clean up of 

those who weren't paying subs, and then managed to grow their membership 

by 15% in 2013.This is when they started using Twitter to promote the 

Society’s interests, campaigns and events. 

The Society got involved in some new events which they promoted on Twitter 

and they make sure that they tell attendees about the society and what it 

stands for. 

They currently have 1300 followers on Twitter and meanwhile their 

membership has continued to grow. Their president, Kevin Trickett, says that 

the age range of the membership has gone down and the committee has had 

new members join over this period. Of course, he can’t be sure that this is 

entirely about using Twitter, but he also can’t imagine this happening without 

Twitter. 
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The other way that Twitter can result in real-life meetings is in the form of a 

Tweet up – has anyone been to a Tweet up? 

This is where people who follow each other on Twitter meet up in person. 

Sometimes these take places professionally at conferences. But they also 

happen in towns and cities in Britain. 

My friend Lisa is founder president of Maidenhead Bridge Rotary Club and 

they have held four or five Tweet ups in the past 2 years. The landlord of The 

Bear reserves an area of the pub for free on a quiet week night and groups 

and individuals who follow Maidenhead people or groups come along – on 

average around 12 and once as many as 20 people. 

The Rotarians do not do a hard sell on people who come – it really is a 

networking evening and a chance to get to know like-minded individuals. That 

said, everyone leaves with a better of understanding of what the club does. 

Lisa reports that this new Rotary club is much better known as a result of the 

Tweet ups and that three members have joined directly as a result of coming 

to Tweet ups. 
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Now, in talking about the power of social media for the civic movement I guess 

we’re all hoping this is a power for good! 

I don’t want to dwell too much on the objections to social media – but I think it 

is still important to acknowledge the concerns that non-users of social media 

may have. 

I am going to leave aside the view that quite simply you may not want to adopt 

new technology – I hope I have managed to go some way today to persuade 

you that social media is a tool that can be harnessed for good in the civic 

society setting. 
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So, I have grouped concerns into three areas: 

Firstly, the famous cases where people have said silly, offensive or illegal things that 

have flown through Twitter and got them in a lot of trouble. To my mind, this is quite 

simple: think before you type. Social media increases the danger because once you’ve 

pressed the ‘post/tweet’ button it’s out there. But you’re all sensible people and you know 

not to do it! 

That leads to an important point about dealing with people who disagree with you. 

Thankfully we live in a free country. We are used to writing into the local paper, and the 

following week seeing a reply from someone accusing us of being ‘unelected and 

unaccountable’ (and I quote from the Fleet News & Mail). People are allowed to express 

their views. 

Realistically, a civic society is unlikely to be a victim of the trolling that you read celebrities 

being subject to. I have seen a couple of cases of an expression of views getting out of 

hand – again we all know that the secret is to step away from the computer and be the 

better person. 

That said, illegal or offensive messages can be reported, and you can use account 

settings to block or remove Twitter and Facebook followers if they are being offensive. An 

understanding of account settings is very important so that you feel in conntrol. 

The third challenge to address is that of time. I know that the fact that you are here this 

morning is because you are someone who already does a lot for where you live – and 

probably not just with the society that you are representing today. So here’s the thing – 

you will make time for something that you consider a priority. What’s the old adage? If 

you want something done ask a busy person. If you think that getting your society 

involved in social media is important, you will find a way to make it happen – and don’t 

forget that tablets and smartphones do make managing it much easier. 
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What I’ve aimed to do this morning is give you an overview of what social 

media is and how it can be used to build membership and interest in your civic 

society. 

What I haven’t done is go into the practicalities of how to do it. 

But the good news is that you do have people within ANTAS who can give you 

a helping hand – I am sure that anyone who administers a Facebook or Twitter 

account amongst your member societies would be happy to meet up for a 

tutorial and give you ongoing support. 

There are also a variety of organisations who can help, including your local 

volunteer bureau who might be able to pair you with a teenager looking to get 

voluntary experience. 

24 



I hope I’ve proven the potential power of social media in the civic movement – 

as well as its interest for you as individuals. 

But I’m going to end with a few statistics to show that social media is 

something you really need to think about harnessing. 
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Thank you very much for you attention. I would be very happy to answer any 

questions that you have and I am also staying for lunch so happy to talk 

personally to anyone then too. 

 

Gillian Wain 

Co-chairman, Fleet & Church Crookham Society 
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