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SOCIAL MEDIA FOR 
ELECTED OFFICIALS



2Gilbert’s Social 
Media Approach

Celebrate and Encourage Social Media

Mayor is our Spokesperson

Media Training for Council members

Manage 30+ Social Media Accounts
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CENTRALIZED SOCIAL
MEDIA RESPONSE
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5Coordinated Responses
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EMERGENCY RESPONSE
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COVID-19 Updates – Gilbert Accounts
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COVID-19 Updates - Mayor Videos

Mayor’s Accounts Gilbert Accounts



9Influx of Comments 
and Interactions

APRIL
7 million+ impressions 336,000+ interactions

MAY
6.6 million+ impressions 288,000+ interactions

JUNE
7 million+ impressions 672,000+ interactions

JULY
2.2 million+ impression 102,000+ interactions

22.8 million+ impressions
1.4 million+ interactions
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KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE
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12Key Takeaways

Embrace Social Media, Don’t Fear It

Know Your Audience

Your Citizens Want to Hear From You

No One Expects Perfection,
They Do Expect Information
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Questions?

THANK YOU!

EMAIL
dana.berchman@gilbertaz.gov

CONNECT
gilbertaz.gov/connect

TWITTER
@DanaBerchman



14Queen Creek, Arizona

• Current population: 60,100
• Growth rate of 7-9% annually
• Median age: 33.3
• Median income: $98,214
• Number of employees with the Town: 307
• Positions in Communications & Marketing Division:

Communications Manager
Marketing Specialist
Digital Media Specialist
Marketing Coordinator (focus on recycling & water 

conservation) 



15Lay of the Land in QC

• No public access cable channel

• Plethora of private social media groups

• Limited traditional media outlets

• Town staff do not comment on non-official pages

• Town Council members run their own pages

• Inclusivity is important (closed captions, descriptions, etc.)

• Staff networks with other cities/towns and shares info, especially 

via organizations such as 3CMA

• Conversation happens 24/7



16QC Social Media
Facebook pages
Queen Creek Town Hall
Town of Queen Creek Parks and Recreation (Official)
Queen Creek Fire & Medical
Horseshoe Park & Equestrian Centre (Official)
Downtown Queen Creek

Twitter handles
@TownofQC
@investtheqc

Instagram
Townofqueencreek

LinkedIn
Town of Queen Creek
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Public Safety Concerns
● Accuracy is more important than speed

● Lots of interest from the public –

often requesting more info than can be provided

● HIPPA laws and sensitive information

● Ongoing investigations
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Tips for Office Holders
● Set limits on personal social media channels

● Respond and monitor any channel where your name appears

● Use quality control on the visuals you use

● Remember that nothing on social media is ever private

● Opportunity to share city/town posts, including your opinion when 

applicable

● Social media analytics change constantly – what works today may not 

work well tomorrow

● Good idea to be “verified” on platforms if you’re using as your official 

page



19Tips for Office Holders

Official pages can 
register for 
Facebook’s 
“Town Hall” services 
page which makes it 
easy for residents to 
find their 
representatives at all 
levels of government
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Tips for Office Holders

● Have fun

● Be authentic

● Use abbreviations and emojis with care

● Share information and use social media as an extended conversation

● Your communication staff is a resource – don’t be afraid to ask!
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Thank you!

Marnie Schubert
480-358-3196

Marnie.Schubert@QueenCreek.org

mailto:Marnie.Schubert@QueenCreek.org


Susan D. Goodwin, Gust Rosenfeld PLC
December 2, 2020

Now For a Few Pesky Legal Issues
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Overview
Social Media Operated by City

Elected Officials' Social Media

City Employees and Social Media
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Social Media Operated by City
First Amendment Issues

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of 
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the 

freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people 
peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a 

redress of grievances.

The First Amendment protects against content/viewpoint 
discrimination in a public forum.
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Social Media Operated by City
First Amendment Issues

Public Forum:  If your city permits public comments on an 
interactive platform, you have created a public forum.

• Traditional – Parks, public squares, sidewalks, etc.
• *Designated – Websites?  Interactive, without limitations.
• *Limited – Open for specific topics only.
• Non-public – Not interactive – disseminate city information 

only.
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Social Media Operated by City
First Amendment Issues

• Social media platforms of cities: Recommendation – create 
only limited public forum.   

• Limit topics of discussion.
• Any content restriction on that topic must be necessary to 

serve a compelling state interest and be narrowly drawn to 
achieve that end. 
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Social Media Operated by City
First Amendment Issues

• First Amendment protects against content/viewpoint 
discrimination in a public forum. 

• Can restrict the forum to be a limited public forum by limiting 
topics. 

• Can establish policies, including standards such as no 
defamation, must be accurate, no political discussions, etc.
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Social Media Operated by City
First Amendment Issues

Blocking Access
• Trump blocked access to his Twitter account to some whose 

posts he did not like.
• Kinght First Amendment Institute sued claiming Trump’s 

Twitter account is a public forum.
• Second Circuit Court of Appeals – public forum.
• Now on appeal to USSC.



Social Media Operated by City
Policies

Policies for city operation of social media vs. employee use of social media.
Problem areas:
• Each department has its own website or other platform.
• Each department has its own rules – none of which have been reviewed by 

the city attorney.

• No oversite.

Need policies on operation of city social media – defamation, accuracy, 
political discussions, commercial uses, removal of posts, etc.
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Social Media Operated by City

Policies
What to do?
• Conduct a social media inventory of platforms used by all 

departments.
• Identify who is responsible for each account and a backup.
• Establish an official site for each account.
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Social Media Operated by City

Policies
• Include a statement that the city reserves the right to remove 

content from its social media sites that is deemed in violation 
of adopted policy or any applicable law.

• Establish one person responsible for answering staff questions 
about the policy.

• Involve your city attorney.
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Social Media Operated by City

Public Records
Everything created or received by a public body or public officer 
that relates to public business or is created or received in the 
course of conducting public business (even if on personal 
computers) if:
• In pursuance of a duty
• It is required by law to be maintained
• It is a record of official transaction
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Public Records
• Social media creates electronic records.  
• Must be maintained as public records.
• Subject to request for public records.
• Archiving vendors such as Archive Social, Smarsh, Pagefreezer.
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Social Media Operated by City



Elected Officials' Social Media
Public Records

• Purely personal e-mails generated or maintained on a government 
e-mail system are not public records under Arizona’s public record 
laws. Griffis v. Pinal County.

• Records sent/received by public officials or government employees 
on private electronic devices or accounts are not public records.  
AG Opinion I17-004.

• BUT public records law requires public officials to “record their 
work and otherwise maintain records” that are related to official 
government activities. A.R.S. Section 39-121.01B.

13



Elected Officials' Social Media

Open Meeting Law
• “Meeting” means the gathering, in person or through 

technological devices, of a quorum of members of a public 
body at which they discuss, propose or take legal action, 
including any deliberations by a quorum with respect to such 
action.”
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Elected Officials' Social Media

Open Meeting Law
• When do social media communications become a “meeting”?  

When a quorum participates and it is about city business.

• Is a meeting by social media legal?   Yes, if the notice and 
agenda are posted and the public is able to hear the discussion 
and the council member attending electronically is able to hear 
everyone at the meeting.
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Elected Officials' Social Media

Open Meeting Law
What if a quorum merely reads my posts?  If you express your 
opinion or discuss an issue with the public on social media, you are 
ok if:

The opinion/discussion is not principally directed at or directly 
given to another member of the council, and
There is no concerted plan to engage in collective deliberation 
to take legal action.
A.R.S. Section 38-431.09
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City Employees on Social Media
First Amendment Rights

• Employees do not give up free speech rights when they 
become public employees.

• Is it a mere gripe?  Is it related to internal operations?  Not 
protected by First Amendment.

• Is it a matter of public concern?  Balancing test: Efficient 
operation of organization vs. employee free speech right.

• What about political comments?  Sometimes protected and 
sometimes not.
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City Employees on Social Media
Recurring Issues

• Rights of privacy:  Be clear – no expectation of privacy in use of 
city social media and computers.

• National Labor Relations Act:  What?  Generally does not apply 
to public entities.  BUT… Meet & Confer, Police unions.  NLRA
protects wage, hour, working conditions discussions.

• Hiring:  Use of applicant’s social media sites.



City Employees on Social Media
Policies

Problem areas:
• Lack of standards for content, including professionalism, 

grammar, confidentiality, copyrights, political comment, 
commercial endorsements, protected classes, hate speech.

• Failure to maintain public records. 
• Use of city social media.
• Use of personal social media.
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City Employees on Social Media

Policies
Social media policies governing employees are important.  
Include:

• Definitions, such as "social media", "social networking", 
"confidential information".

• Use during hiring process.
• City computers are for city business purposes
• No expectation of privacy.
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City Employees on Social Media

Policies
• No use of the city’s computers and facilities to influence elections.
• No access to sites that promote hatred, sexual exploitation and 

similar activities.
• Security requirements.
• No release of confidential information.
• Requirement that employees identify themselves as employees of 

the city while using social media for city business.
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City Employees on Social Media

Policies
• Professional communications – no profanity, harassment etc.
• Information must be accurate and honest.
• No illegal activities (including hacking).
• No commercial activity.
• No promotion of religious, social or political causes.
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City Employees on Social Media

Policies
• If employees are encouraged to create social media sites to 

promote the city, include provisions related to the ownership 
of the account.

• Consequences for violating the policy. 
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