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Abstract

As the external environment of most organizations
becomes increasingly dynamic and complex, the
exploitation and management of external knowledge
becomes of critical importance for their success. This
has led to a growing interest of both researchers and
practitioners in the study of their absorptive capacity
(ACAP). However, the research that has been conducted
in this area has focused on the private sector, while
there is a lack of similar research for the public sector.
This paper contributes to filling this research gap, by
investigating the use of social media (SM) in the public
sector from the ACAP perspective, examining to what
extent SM are used by Greek government agencies for
the enhancement of their ACAP. It has been based on
interviews with the SM managers of ten Greek
government agencies from the central, regional and
municipal government. It is concluded that in the
examined government agencies SM are used only to a
small extent for enhancing their ACAP, making limited
exploitation of the potential that SM have for this
purpose. In particular, SM are used to some extent for
enhancing one of the components of ACAP, the ability
for external exploratory learning, but not at all for
enhancing the other two critical components of it: the
abilities for transformative and exploitative learning.

Keywords: social media, absorptive capacity, public
sector, government.

1. Introduction

As the external environment of most organizations
becomes increasingly dynamic and complex, the
exploitation and management of external knowledge
becomes of critical importance for their success, and this
has led to an increasing interest of both researchers and
practitioners in the concept of absorptive capacity
(ACAP) [5, 7, 8, 18, 41]. Cohen and Levinthal [8]
initially defined ACAP as ‘the ability to recognize the
value of new information, to assimilate it, and apply it
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to commercial ends’. Zahra and George [41] defined
ACAP as a dynamic capability with two main
dimensions: ‘potential absorptive capacity’, which
refers to firm’s ability to acquire and then assimilate
external knowledge, and ‘realized absorptive capacity’,
which refers to firm’s ability to transform the
assimilated knowledge and then exploit it for the
development of innovations in its processes, products
and services, and in general for achieving firm’s
objectives. It is widely recognized that ACAP is a
critical determinant of the innovation performance of
organizations [8, 18, 19, 41].

The original publications on ACAP by Cohen and
Levinthal [7, 8] identified three main components of it:
i) ability to recognize, acquire and understand
potentially valuable new knowledge from outside the
firm through exploratory learning; ii) ability to
assimilate this valuable new knowledge through
transformative learning; and iii) ability to use the
assimilated knowledge in order to create new
knowledge and commercial outputs through
exploitative learning. Subsequently Zahra and George
[41] identified the following four components of ACAP:
a) acquisition capacity: it is the ability to locate, identify,
value and acquire external knowledge that is critical to
the operations or/and products and services of the
organization; b) assimilation capacity: it is the ability to
analyze the new information or knowledge and then
process, interpret, understand and classify it; c)
transformation capacity: it is the ability to combine/
integrate the newly acquired knowledge in the previous
knowledge base of the firm, and to discover novel
associations between elements of the continuously
enriched knowledge base of the organization, and in
general new insights; d) application or exploitation
capacity: it is the ability to incorporate acquired,
assimilated and transformed knowledge into operations,
not only in order to refine, perfect, expand and leverage
existing routines, processes, competences and
knowledge, but also to create new operations,
competences, routines, as well as new products and
services. All the above-mentioned previous literature
identifying the components of ACAP argues strongly
that in order to achieve high levels of innovation
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performance all these ACAP components should be
developed; if only the potential ACAP is developed (i.e.
abilities for recognition, acquisition and assimilation of
useful external knowledge), but not the realized ACAP
(abilities for transformation, application and exploitati-
on of this knowledge for the development of innovati-
ons in its processes, products and services, and in gene-
ral for achieving firm’s objectives), then the positive
impact on innovation and performance will be limited.

Most of the research that has been conducted
concerning the ACAP focuses on the private sector,
investigating the determinants, the mechanisms and the
outcomes of firms> ACAP (see section 2.1 for a brief
review of relevant literature), while there is a lack of
similar research for the public sector. However, it is
widely recognized that the public sector faces a rapidly
changing social and economic environment, with new
problems and needs continuously arising, while at the
same time the ‘traditional’ problems and needs
government has been dealing with for long time
continuously change and become more complex, multi-
dimensional and ‘wicked’; these necessitate extensive
acquisition of relevant external knowledge and
exploitation of it for making innovations in the policies,
services and internal processes and operations of the
public sector [10, 11, 12]. Therefore, it is highly
beneficial to conduct research on the ACAP of
government agencies, in order to create knowledge
about its organizational and technological determinants,
its mechanisms and its outcomes, which will enable the
improvement of public sector ACAP and finally
innovation capacity.

This paper contributes to filling the above research
gap by i) investigating to what extent an emergent trend
in the public sector, the use of social media (SM) by
government agencies, is exploited for the enhancement
of their ACAP (and in particular for the enhancement of
its abovementioned important individual components);
and ii) formulating proposals for improvements in this
direction (i.e. for a better exploitation of SM by
government agencies for the enhancement of their
ACAP). So our main research questions are:

- ‘To what extent are SM used for the enhancement
of government agencies’ ACAP?’

- “‘How can we exploit better SM in government for
the above purpose?’

For addressing these research questions we use as
foundation a typology of SM use by organizations,
proposed by Hu and Schlagwein [14] and Schlagwein
and Hu [36], which includes five types of SM use
(broadcast, dialogue, collaboration, knowledge
management and sociability — each of them can be
external or internal), that have been associated with the
support of specific components of the ACAP
(exploratory, transformative or exploitative learning).

By examining to what extent each of these SM use types
is employed by government agencies, we gain useful
insights concerning the extent of use of SM for the enha-
ncement of the individual components of their ACAP.

Our study has been based on interviews with the SM
managers of ten Greek government agencies from the
central, regional and municipal government. This is an
interesting national context, as it is characterized by:

a) A culture of lower propensity for innovation;
according to the European Innovation Scoreboard 2015
(http://ec.europa.eu/growth/industry/innovation/facts-
figures/scoreboards/index_en.htm), Greece belongs to
the third out of the four categories of European countries
as to their innovation performance defined by this
scoreboard, being characterized as a ‘moderate
innovator’. So it is highly interesting to examine to what
extent in this ‘innovation averse’ national context the
SM are used for enhancing this critical for government
innovation ACAP.

b) A long economic crisis (since 2009), which has
resulted in huge losses of country’s GDP, employment
and consumption [27], causing a lot of changes and
problems in the Greek economy and society, making
their ‘traditional’ problems and needs more acute, and
at the same time giving rise to new problems and needs.
So it is highly beneficial to examine to what extent
Greek government agencies are using SM in order to
acquire knowledge from their external environment
about the above big changes, problems and needs, and
then assimilate and exploit this knowledge for making
the required innovations in their policies and services in
order to adapt to this new situation.

¢) Chronic pathologies of the public sector, which
result in low quality of services to citizens and firms and
at the same time high operating costs [21, 26]. So it is
interesting to examine to what extent Greek government
agencies use SM in order to collect know-ledge from
their external environment about weaknesses of the
services they provide to citizens and firms, and
proposals for their improvement, and then exploit this
knowledge for making changes and innovations.

Our paper consists of five sections. This
introductory section is followed by section 2 outlining
the background of our study, which consists of previous
literature on ACAP and on SM use in government. Then
in section 3 the method and data of our study are
described, while in section 4 the results are presented.
Finally, section 5 summarizes the conclusions.

2. Background

2.1 Determinants of Absorptive Capacity

The critical importance of the ACAP for the
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innovation performance of organizations in the highly
dynamic and complex modern economic and societal
contexts has motivated some empirical research for the
identification of organizational and technological
factors that affect ACAP; however, this research focuses
on the ACAP of private sector firms. With respect to the
former, the original publication on ACAP by Cohen and
Levinthal [8] identifies the conduct of research and
development (R&D) as the central determinant of
ACAP, as it increases the knowledge stock of the firm,
which enables the identification and absorption of new
relevant knowledge from the external environment.
They also identified some additional organizational
determinants of ACAP, which are associated with the
internal communication structure: the existence of
‘gate-keepers/boundary-spanners’ (who monitor the
external environment, identify knowledge useful for the
firms and ‘translate’ it into a form understandable by
firm’s employees), a shared — language among firm’s
employees and also cross-functional interfaces and
communication. In [16] and [40] are identified two more
types of organizational mechanisms that increase the
ACAP: the first are associated with coordination (cross-
functional inter-faces, participation in decision making
and job rotation), and the second with employees’
socialization (development of shared language, values
and goals). Recently [9] identified some additional
organizational characteristics that increase ACAP: slack
resources, tolerance for failure, willing-ness to
cannibalize and external openness.

With respect to the technological determinants of
ACAP, there has been some empirical research
concerning the effects of some characteristics of firm’s
information and communication technologies (ICT)
infrastructure on its ACAP. [20] concludes that the
flexibility of firm’s ICT infrastructure (i.e. high levels
of connectivity between its components, compatibility/
data sharing ability among them and modularity) and the
assimilation of ICT (i.e. high level of using ICT
applications in firm’s business processes, functional
areas and management) affect positively its ACAP, as
well as its supply chain agility, and through them finally
firm’s performance. [17] has found that the use of ICT
for the provision of integrated market related
information to employees increase their relevant ACAP.
[4] has concluded that the mastery of technical ICT
skills and the use of ICT in interdependent tasks affect
positively ACAP, which in turn enhances firm’s
performance. Recently [15] investigated the use of
franchisors’ ICT infrastructure by franchisees as a
learning mechanism, and concluded that it affects
positively the effectiveness of knowledge transfer from
the franchisors to the franchisees, the ACAP of the
latter, and finally their financial performance. Also, [34]
examines the effects of an ICT related variable, the data

integration (defined as the provision to firm’s
employees of the capability of integrated access to
customers, partners, industry and market data), and an
organizational variable, the connectedness (defined as
culture of communication and exchange of knowledge
among employees across functional units and
hierarchical levels), on ACAP; he concludes that both
variables affect ACAP positively.

An interesting review of previous research
concerning the association between ACAP and ICT is
presented in [35], which has led to the development of
research hypotheses concerning the effects of specific
ICT capabilities, in combination with specific
organizational capabilities, on different components of
the ACAP: a) Synergies arising from complementarities
between ‘outside-in’ ICT capabilities (i.e. outwards
focused ICT enabling the collection of knowledge from
the external environment) and internal knowledge
exchange related capabilities will have a positive effect
on a firm’s ability to identify and recognize the value of
external knowledge; b) Synergies arising from
complementarities between ‘spanning’ ICT capabilities
(i.e. inwards-focused ICT enabling storing, archiving,
retrieving and sharing of knowledge within the firm)
and internal knowledge exchange related coordination
and socialization capabilities will have a positive effect
on a firm’s ability to assimilate and transform external
knowledge; c) Synergies arising from complementa-
rities between ‘inside-out” ICT capabilities (i.e.
inwards-focused ICT enabling the design and
production of products and services for firm’s external
environment) and knowledge exchange related
socialization capabilities will have a positive effect on a
firm’s ability to apply external knowledge.

However, limited research has been conducted
concerning the effects of SM use by organizations on
their ACAP. There is only one field study of 20
Australian firms described in [14] and [36], which has
developed:

A) A typology of SM use by organizations, which
includes five types of SM use: i) broadcast (use of SM
for the uni-directional broadcasting of information); ii)
dialogue (use of SM for multi-directional dialogue and
communication); iii) collaboration (use of SM in order
to facilitate the creation of a particular solution, product
or service); iv) knowledge management (use of SM for
the storage, maintenance and retrieval of knowledge);
and v) sociability (use of SM for generating fellowship,
loyalty and social relations). Furthermore, this typology
distinguishes between external environment oriented
application of the above five SM use types, and also
internal application of them (e.g. based on Yammer,
which is an internal social media platform increasingly
used by firms [31]). It is concluded that both of them can
be very useful for the enhancement of ACAP.
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B) Some theoretical propositions associating the
above types of SM use with the support of three main
components of the ACAP [18, 41], which concern
abilities  for  exploratory learning  (searching,
understanding, recognizing and acquiring knowledge),
transformative learning (interpreting, assimilating,
maintaining and reactivating knowledge) and
exploitative learning (applying, exploiting and
maximizing impact of knowledge); these associations
are shown in detail in Table 1, as we them in this study
(see section 3).

Type of SM External Internal
Use
Broadcast Exploratory
Learning
Dialogue Explorator Transformative
Lzarnin g Learning
9 Exploitative
Learning
Collaboration Exploitative
Learning
Knowledge Transformative
Management Learning
Sociability

Table 1. Associations of SM use types with
ACAP components

However, there is a lack of similar research for the
public sector. It is therefore necessary to exploit the
research that has been conducted on the organizational
and technological determinants of ACAP in the private
sector, possibly making appropriate adaptations in order
to take into account the specificities of the public sector
context, in order to create knowledge concerning the
determinants of the ACAP of government agencies
(since, as mentioned in the Introduction, government
agencies experience a highly dynamic social and
economic environment, leading to rapid changes in the
problems and needs they have to address, so it is
necessary to improve their ACAP). Our study
contributes to filling this research gap, investigating to
what extent SM are exploited by government agencies
for the enhancement of their ACAP.

2.2 Social Media Use in Government

The increasing exploitation of SM in the public
sector has attracted considerable research interest in this
relatively new phenomenon. One stream of this research
is dealing with the potential of SM use by government
agencies, and the opportunities it provides; some

representative studies of this research stream are
reviewed next. [39] argueS that SM constitute a
‘tectonic’ technological shift, which is going to have
strong and multi-dimensional effects on government
structure and operation. These social platforms can
drive a transition from monolithic government to
‘Government 2.0°, in which pluralistic, networked
forms of government called “governance webs” (or g-
webs) become the dominant organizational model for
service delivery and policy-making; this term denotes
digitally enabled networks of public, private and/or civil
society participants, which perform activities that
previously were the exclusive domain of single public
agencies. [6] is dealing with the potential of SM for
transforming the political domain in general. In
particular, he elaborates the basic principles of web 2.0
based politics and suggests the following research
directions: “the Internet as a platform for political
discourse; the collective intelligence emergent from
political Web use; the importance of data over particular
software and hardware applications; experimentalism in
the public domain; the creation of small scale forms of
political engagement through consumerism”.

[2] and [3] identify a set of opportunities that SM
offer to government agencies, and then classify them
into three main groups: i) democratic participation and
engagement (use of SM to engage the public in
government policy making, fostering participatory
dialogue and providing to more citizens’ groups a voice
in  discussions of policy development and
implementation), ii) public services co-production
(governments and the public jointly develop, design,
and deliver government services using the SM, aiming
to improve service quality, delivery, and
responsiveness), iii) crowdsourcing solutions and
innovations (seeking innovation by exploiting public
knowledge and talent through SM-based interaction, in
order to develop innovative solutions to big societal
problems). [29] conclude that SM offers to government
agencies important opportunities to communicate with
their constituents and to reinvent government—citizen
relationships; they summarize the benefits of the use of
SM in governments in “efficiency, user convenience,
transparency, accountability, citizen involvement, and
improved trust and democracy”.

In general, this research stream categorizes the
potentials of SM use by government into two main
types: information provision to citizens and interaction
with them. The former includes the one-directional use
of SM in order to disseminate information for enhancing
government outreach and improving government
transparency; the latter includes the bi-directional use of
SM in order to interact with various internal and external
stakeholders, promote citizens' participation in decision-
making and improve communication and collaboration
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between government and citizens as well as among
government agencies internally.

A second stream of research is dealing with the real
use of SM in the public sector; we review some
representative studies of this research stream next. [23]
concludes that government is focusing mostly on using
SM as one-way communication channels in order to
push out information, mainly recycled from other
government communication channels, rather than using
them as two-way communication and interaction
channels for various citizens’ engagement activities.
The same study finds that government agencies have a
limited interest to create a direct, reciprocated
relationship with citizens by having with them creative
conversations online. [24] examines the use of social
networks and other interactive tools in the 75 largest
U.S. cities and further analyze discussions on social
networks; they conclude that one-way “push” strategies
predominate, although there are some signs of greater
openness toward dialog with citizens. [13] explores how
successfully German local governments use SM for
managing external communications with citizens. They
conclude that the online communication of local
governments in Germany aims mainly at disseminating
information in a traditional way, without adapting their
communication habits to the particular characteristics of
social media. [32], based on evidence collected through
a survey of US local governments, conclude that SM
media are used mainly for one-way communication, so
they do not appear to be pushing and moving local
governments in the direction of Web 2.0 (with the
authors stating that perhaps there is a movement in the
direction of ‘Web 1.5”).

On the contrary [37], examining the use of SM by
the US Executive, find that SM are widely used as
mechanisms in order both to disseminate information
out to the public, and also to increase public
participation, encourage user engagement and solicit
feedback and insight from citizens. Also, [38] analyze
five central SM initiatives of the Greek government
aiming to promote openness and transparency, as a
strategic response to the increasing citizens’ distrust of
the government and the whole political system due to
the ongoing economic crisis. They conclude that these
central SM initiatives have provided significant
benefits: they have provided a space to government and
citizens to interact and collaborate, enabling the
exchange of information and knowledge, ideas on
planning, and further information and knowledge
sharing across citizens for entrepreneurial activities.

In general, this second research stream concludes
that the main use of SM by government agencies is for
one-way communication with citizens, in order to
provide information to them. However, some studies of
this second research stream have found that SM are also

used - to a lower extent - by government for two-way
communication/interaction with citizens as well.

Our study makes a contribution to this second
research stream, by examining the real use of SM by
government agencies from an important perspective that
has not been examined by previous literature: the ACAP
perspective; we examine to what extent SM are used by
government for enhancing this highly important
capacity for their adaptation and innovation in the
modern dynamic and complex environment.

3. Method and Data

In order to investigate to what extent Greek
government agencies exploit SM for enhancing their
ACAP we have used as our foundation the research of
Hu and Schlagwein [14] and Schlagwein and Hu [36].
This research, as explained in more detail in section 2.1,
has developed a typology of SM use by organizations,
including five SM use types (broadcast, dialogue,
collaboration, knowledge management and sociability —
each of them can be external or internal), which have
been associated with support of specific components of
the ACAP (exploratory, transformative and exploitative
learning). So we examine to what extent and how each
of the above SM use types is actually employed by
Greek government organizations, and this allows us to
gain useful insights concerning the use of SM for the
enhancement of the individual components of their
ACAP. Therefore, our ‘analytical framework’ [30],
which is shown in Table 2, includes as main elements:

- the analysis of the extent and the ways of external
and internal utilization of these five SM use types by
Greek government agencies,

- and additionally the analysis of the existing
mechanisms (technological or organizational) of
internal exploitation of the information collected from
the citizens through government agencies’ external SM,
as these mechanisms are highly important for the
ACAP.

For the collection of data, we used a combination of
both qualitative and quantitative techniques. Qualitative
techniques allow a more in-depth examination of a
phenomenon of interest, and therefore lead to the
generation of deeper knowledge about it, not limited to
a predefined number of variables (as in the quantitative
techniques), enabling a better and richer understanding
of it; at the same time the quantitative techniques offer
the advantage of enabling the summarization of a large
guantity of evidence into a few numbers (e.g. averages
or relative frequencies), which makes it easier to draw
conclusions [22, 30]. So we have exploited the
advantages and strengths of both qualitative and
quantitative techniques for addressing our research
questions.
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To what extent and how your government agency uses:

- external social media for broadcast/dissemination of various kinds of information to citizens

- internal social media for broadcast/dissemination of various kinds of information to your employees
- external social media for bi-directional dialogue and consultation with citizens

- internal social media for bi-directional internal dialogue and consultation among your employees

- external social media for collaboration with citizens (or specific groups of citizens) for the development of
specific policies or services, or improvements of existing ones, or for finding solutions to specific problems

- internal social media for internal collaboration among your employees (or specific groups of employees) for
the development of specific policies or services, or improvements of existing ones, or for finding solutions to
specific problems

- external social media for supporting the collection of useful knowledge and ideas from citizens concerning
your (existing or under development) policies and services (e.g. strengths, weaknesses, proposed improvements),
or relevant new needs

- internal social media for supporting the storage, search, retrieval and exploitation of useful knowledge and ideas
among your employees

- external social media for enhancing social relations, mutual understanding and trust with citizens
- internal social media for enhancing social relations, mutual understanding and trust among your employees

What are your main mechanisms of internal exploitation of the information collected from the citizens through
government agencies’ external SM ?

Table 2. Analytical framework of our study

In particular, following the ‘elite inter-viewing’
approach proposed in [33], we conducted interviews
with the SM managers of ten Greek government
agencies from all three layers of it: four from the central
government, three from the regional government and
three from the municipal government. The above
individuals (higher rank public servants or advisors of
the top elected official) have a good and complete
knowledge concerning the use of SM in their
government agencies, so they are the most appropriate
ones for providing to us the information required for this
study. Each of these interviews had a duration of 1-1.5
hours, and included initially a semi-structured
qualitative discussion on the eleven elements/questions
of our analytical framework (shown in Table 2), which
aimed to provide a deeper and richer understanding of
the extent and the ways of employing these types of SM
use in the particular government agency. Then the
interviewee was asked to fill a questionnaire, which
consists of ten questions concerning the extent of
utilizing the ten SM use types included in our analytical
framework, to be answered in a five-levels scale (1 = not
at all, 2 = to a small extent, 3 = to a moderate extent, 4
= to a large extent, 5 = to a very large extent); each of
these responses aims to condense/summarize the
qualitative information provided in the discussion
concerning the utilization of the particular SM use type.

All the above qualitative discussions were recorded
(with the consent of the interviewees), and then
transcribed and coded manually using an open coding
approach [22]. The data collected through the
questionnaire were processed using Excel.

4. Results

In Table 3 we can see for each of the examined
government agencies of the central government (CG1-
CG4), the regional government (RG1-RG3) and
municipal government (MG1-MG3), the extent of
utilization of the abovementioned ten SM use types,
based on the combination of the qualitative data we
collected through the interviews and the quantitative
data we collected through the questionnaire.

We can see that the most extensively utilized one is
the external broadcast, with eight out of the ten
examined government agencies using it to a very large
extent (VLE) or large extent (LE) (and all four examined
central government agencies are using it to a very large
extent); one regional government is using it to a small
extent (SE), and another one is not using SM at all (N).

In the qualitative discussions it has been mentioned
by the interviewees (and this has been confirmed by
examining the SM accounts of the corresponding
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government agencies) that SM are used as a low cost
and wide reach channel in order to disseminate to the
citizens information about their activities and services,
and also speeches and initiatives of the top elected
officials. Furthermore, the examined regional and
municipal government agencies use extensively their
SM in order to disseminate information about local
cultural events or social activities of various local
communities

The second most extensively utilized SM use type is
the external bi-directional dialogue and consultation
with citizens, with five out of the ten examined
government agencies using it to a very large or large
extent, and another one using it to a moderate extent
(ME); we remark that the larger central and regional

problems), with four government agencies using the
former, and two using the latter, to a very large or large
extent.

On the contrary, quite limited is the utilization of the
internal SM use types by the examined government
agencies. Though there was some awareness of internal
social media (such as Yammer [31]), most of them have
not taken some steps in this direction, having as main
priority the external SM, as they are oriented towards
the citizens and the society; some expressed skepticism
as to the compatibility of internal SM with the culture of
their employees, and public servants in general. Only
one examined municipality has an internal e-
collaboration platform (based on the ‘Comidor’
enterprise collaboration software), which is used for

government agencies are using it more than the smaller internal  information  dissemination,  dialogue,
municipal government agencies. In the qualitative collaboration, knowledge management and
discussions most of the interviewees mentioned that SM socialization.
External Internal External Internal External | Internal | External | Internal | External | Internal
Broadcast | Broadcast | Dialogue | Dialogue Collab. Collab. Kn. Kn. Social. Social.
Man. Man.
CG1 VLE VLE VLE SE SE N LE N N N
CG2 VLE N N N N N ME N N N
CG3 VLE N ME N SE N N N N N
CG4 VLE N VLE N VLE N VLE N N N
RG1 N N N N N N N N N N
RG2 VLE N LE N LE N LE N N N
RG3 LE SE LE SE SE SE SE SE SE N
MG1 SE N SE SE SE N SE SE N N
MG2 VLE VLE SE VLE SE VLE VLE VLE VLE VLE
MG3 LE N LE N N N N N N N

Table 3. Extent of utilization of the ten SM use types by the examined government agencies

can be a good source of useful information and feedback
from the citizens, e.g. about problems in existing
services or infrastructures (the latter being very
important for municipalities and regional governments),
suggestions for improvements, etc. However, it has been
mentioned that some ‘moderation’ is required, in order
to ‘filter out’ insulting and inappropriate postings
sometimes entered by some citizens.

The external knowledge management (meant as
collection of knowledge and ideas from citizens)
follows, and then the external collaboration with
citizens (for the development/improvement of specific
policies or services, or finding solutions to specific

The above findings are in agreement with the
conclusions of the second research stream on SM, which
has been reviewed in section 2.2: the main use of the SM
by the examined Greek government agencies is for one-
way communication with citizens in order to
disseminate information to them; however, SM are also
used - to a lower extent — for two-way communication
and interaction with citizens as well. This latter use aims
mainly at having dialogue with the citizens, and at the
collection of knowledge and ideas from them, and much
less at a more substantial collaboration with them for the
development/improvement of specific policies or
services, or for finding solutions to specific problems.
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Furthermore, with respect to the enhancement of the
ACAP, we see that only one of the five SM use types
that have a potential to support it (according to previous
research of Hu and Schlagwein [14] and Schlagwein and
Hu [36], as explained in more detail in section 2.1) is
utilized to a good extent by the examined Greek
government agencies: the external dialogue, which can
enhance the external exploratory learning ability (i.e. the
ability to recognize, acquire and understand potentially
valuable new external knowledge). On the contrary,
there is quite limited utilization of the other four internal
SM use types that according to the abovementioned
previous research have the potential to enhance one or
more components of ACAP: for internal broadcast (that
can enhance exploratory learning ability), for internal
dialogue (that can enhance external transformative and
exploitative learning abilities), for internal collaboration
(that can enhance exploitative learning ability) and for
internal knowledge management (that can enhance
transformative learning ability). Therefore, the potential
of SM for supporting the enhancement of ACAP is
exploited to a small extent: only to some extent for the
enhancement of the ability for explorative learning, but
not for the enhancement of the highly important abilities
for transformative and exploitative learning.

Finally, the main mechanism of internal
dissemination and exploitation of the information
collected from the citizens through government
agencies’ external SM we identified in the interviews is
forwarding the most important of them to the competent
units, in order mainly to reply (so that citizens do not
have negative feelings that nobody cares with what they
post in social media), and also take necessary actions,
solve the problems mentioned by citizens and make
improvements of services. This happens in five out of
the ten examined government agencies; in another one
this information is forwarded to the Minister’s Office,
which decides for the next steps. Only in the above-
mentioned municipality, which has an internal e-
collaboration platform, it is used for the internal
dissemination and discussion of information collected
through their external SM. In the remaining government
agencies there is no systematic mechanism for this.

5. Conclusions

Most organizations today experience an increasingly
dynamic and complex environment, and this makes the
acquisition, management and exploitation of external
knowledge of critical importance for their success, so it
is highly important to develop their ACAP. However,
the research that has been conducted in this area has
focused on the private sector, investigating the
determinants, both organizational and technological, the
mechanisms and the outcomes of firms’ ACAP, while

there is a lack of similar research for the public sector.
This paper contributes to filling this research gap, by
investigating the use of SM in the public sector from the
ACAP perspective, examining to what extent SM are
used by Greek government agencies for the
enhancement of their ACAP.

Our findings indicate that the examined Greek
government agencies, experiencing a national context of
a long economic crisis, and lower propensity for
innovation, use only to a small extent SM for enhancing
their highly important ACAP, making a limited
exploitation of the potential that SM have for this
purpose. In particular, they are using to some extent
external SM for enhancing only one of the components
of their ACAP: their external exploratory learning
ability. However, they are not exploiting the potential of
internal SM for enhancing the other two highly
important components of their ACAP: their
transformative and exploitative learning abilities.
Furthermore, there is a lack of effective mechanisms for
internal  dissemination and exploitation of the
information collected from the citizens through their
external SM. A possible explanation for the above might
be the lower propensity for internal knowledge sharing
of the public sector in comparison with the private
sector, and in general the lack of such culture and
tradition ([1], [28]). The above are quite problematic,
since, as mentioned in the Introduction, previous ACAP
literature argues that in order to achieve high levels of
innovation performance it is necessary to develop all the
components of ACAP.

Our study has important implications for both
research and practice. With respect to research it opens
up new directions of research on an important trend in
the public sector, the use of SM, from a highly important
new perspective, the enhancement of ACAP, beyond the
two main perspectives employed by previous relevant
literature (dissemination of information and interaction
with citizens). Also, it addresses the issue of appropriate
conceptualizations of the different ICT in relevant
research, which has been debated for long time (e.g. see
[25]), by using for the public sector a comprehensive
conceptualization of SM, which has been initially
developed and used in the private sector, and includes
ten different types of ICT use. This conceptualization
can be very useful for the extensive future research
required concerning the use of SM in the public sector.
Also, our study opens up new directions of research on
government agencies ACAP, which is quite important
(due to the increasing dynamism and complexity of
modern societies and economies), but at the same time
might be problematic (due to the abovementioned lack
of internal knowledge sharing propensity, culture and
tradition of government agencies, which might impact
negatively important components of ACAP, which
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concern the internal dissemination, assimilation,
transformation and application/  exploitation
capacities).

With respect to practice, our study provides useful
directions for a better exploitation of SM by government
agencies, which can contribute to the enhancement of
their ACAP. In particular, our findings indicate that the
adoption of external SM should be combined with
internal SM as well, possibly in combination with other
technological and organizational mechanisms, in order
to support the dissemination, assimilation, transforma-
tion, application and exploitation of the valuable
knowledge acquired from citizens through the external
SM. Government agencies, in order to provide
substantial support for the development of their ACAP,
should use internal SM for the following four purposes:
internal  broadcast, internal dialogue, internal
collaboration and internal knowledge management.

Our study has two main limitations. The first one is
that it is based on data collected from only one country,
Greece, which as mentioned in the introduction has
some specific characteristics (culture of lower
propensity for innovation, economic crisis, chronic
pathologies of the public sector); so it is necessary to
conduct similar research in various types of national
contexts, in order to examine to what extent our findings
are generalizable. The second limitation is that we have
used a combination of both qualitative and quantitative
techniques, however the latter include only some basic
processing of quantitative data collected from the ten
government agencies in which we conducted
interviews; so it would be interesting to collect more
quantitative relevant data from a larger number of
government agencies, and make more advanced
processing of them, so that more extensive and
generalizable conclusions can be drawn.
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