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Abstract
Municipal communication transcends the simple information about public services, activities, projects, and administrative 
procedures. Communicative and information strategies in the local context are oriented towards citizens who participate 
in a shared municipal project in which they are prosumers in the design and development of sectorial strategies linked to 
public policies. Consequently, city councils must integrate a communication structure that takes advantage of public infor-
mation from governance, transparency, and proactive citizen participation. Since the first Spanish democratic legislature in 
1979 the evolution and adaptation of process and production routines has been justified by the need to shape a positive 
perception of government action and consolidate their institutional reputation. In this paper an approach to municipal com-
munication, based on the rigid and standardized models of the 80s and 90s, is presented to influence the current revolution 
that represents the paradigm of communication 2.0, the implementation of the social web in the context of proximity and 
social media strategy.
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Resumen
La comunicación municipal trasciende la simple información sobre servicios públicos, actividades, proyectos o trámites 
administrativos. Las estrategias comunicativas y de información en el contexto local se orientan hacia los ciudadanos para 
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1. Introduction
Since the first Spanish democratic legislature (1979-1983), 
councils, which are corporations under public law, have ex-
perienced a dramatic transformation in power and imple-
mentation of strategic municipal policies. This circumstance 
has led to local bureaucratic models similar to those in the 
1980s and 1990s, which assumed administrative manage-
ment based on a one-way communication model, and even-
tually evolved into the current management models, which 
are much more relational, participatory, bi-directional, and 
multi-directional (Ramió-Matas, 1999; Olías-de-Lima, 2001; 
Gómez-Roa, 2013; Criado-Grande; Rojas-Martín, 2013; Ji-
ménez-Asensio, 2014).

During the second (1983-1987) and third (1987-1991) leg-
islatures, and as a result of the democratization process, 
municipal organizations implemented communication 
structures to develop communication of proximity in their 
interactions with citizens. 

In turn, this led to the emergence of information manage-
ment units, in the form of institutional communication 
cabinets and press offices, which developed external com-
munication functions. Initially, they were strictly created for 
the establishment and management of information rela-
tions with the media. These functions were expanded, as 
Ramírez-de-la-Piscina (1995) points out, to the design and 
execution of advertising campaigns and the management 
of institutional relations’ initiatives to strengthen organiza-
tional links with the social system. 

Such communication structures convey a message related 
to political and administrative management based on the 
fundamental premise that the citizen, as the epicenter of 
the actions of the local government, should be informed of 

poner en valor un proyecto municipal compartido en el que éstos se implican como prosumidores en el diseño y desarrollo 
de estrategias sectoriales vinculadas a las políticas públicas. En consecuencia, los ayuntamientos deben integrar en su es-
tructura una dirección de comunicación que asuma la función de información pública desde la gobernanza, la transparencia 
y la participación ciudadana proactiva. Desde la primera legislatura democrática en 1979 la evolución y adaptación de sus 
procesos y rutinas productivas se justifica por la necesidad de configurar una percepción positiva de la acción del gobierno 
y consolidar su reputación institucional. En este trabajo se realiza una aproximación a la dirección de comunicación munici-
pal basada en los modelos rígidos y estandarizados de los años 80 y 90, para incidir en la revolución actual que representa 
el paradigma de la comunicación 2.0, la implementación de la web social en el contexto de proximidad y la estrategia de 
medios sociales. 
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all the actions and initiatives that have an impact on their 
condition (Campillo-Alhama, 2010, 2011). 

However, since the late 1990s we have been in a context 
characterized by transparency and active collaboration and 
participation by citizens in local policies, where municipal 
communication goes beyond the mere dissemination of 
information about public services, activities, projects, and 
administrative procedures. Communication and informa-
tion strategies have begun to focus on citizens sharing in 
municipal projects, in ways in which citizens get proactively 
involved in the design and development of different sectoral 
strategies linked to the achievement of public policy goals. 

This evolution of organizational culture, based on the con-
cept of open government (Gómez-Roa, 2013), together 
with the emergence of new technologies (communication 
2.0, social networks, and digital media and platforms) has 
had a very direct impact on the restructuring of the admi-
nistrative units that plan information strategies. They must 
now explain, justify, and legitimize the political decisions of 
the municipal government. 

This article describes the main features of the strategic, 
functional, and operational communication models imple-
mented by local councils as political-administrative organiza-
tions during the 1980s and 1990s, to discuss, in the context 
of the digital society, the evolution of municipal communi-
cation management as a complex structure that integrates 
new roles and professional profiles linked to the functions 
of communication 2.0 and relational management. These 
are new features that respond to the current challenges of 
the municipal administration in relation to groups that are 
conveniently segmented by socio-demographic or psycho-
graphic criteria. 

After a review of professional roles that specialize in digi-
tal communication, we propose a strategic model for inte-
grated municipal communication –traditional and online-, 
based on two key references: the strategic territorial plan 
and the agenda of the local powers. The orientation of this 
model is based on governance, transparency, and represen-
tative citizen participation as a booster of sectoral public 
policies.

Since the late 1990s we have been in a 
context characterized by transparency 
and active collaboration and participa-
tion by citizens in local policies
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2. Evolution of public communication and 
information structures in municipal councils: 
Professional roles and functions
The socio-demographic, economic, cultural, and political 
characteristics of the Spanish municipalities vary widely 
and, therefore, each municipal council must establish a sys-
tem of information management that will condition the –
centralized or decentralized- organizational structure of the 
communication management office, its processes, routines, 
and (technical, human, and financial) resources. Other con-
ditions of this structure are the characteristics of the local 
media:
- online or traditional; private or municipal;
- centralized or decentralized organization chart of the mu-

nicipality;
- organic or territorial level;
- taxonomic map of the stakeholders linked to the entity;
- engagement established with them; and
- relations that need to be introduced and strengthened.

Municipal communication offices are organized and stable 
sources of information that have a defined structure to de-
velop public communication functions. It is the reference 
unit of the highest political and administrative authorities in 
the various municipal management areas and departments, 
when authorities want to share public information about 
actions, initiatives, and projects with citizens, through tradi-
tional, online, and social media.

Despite the fact that relations with the media have tradi-
tionally been a fundamental function assumed by the mu-
nicipal communications’ offices (Díez-Lobo, 2004; Alman-
sa-Martínez, 2005; Campillo-Alhama, 2013), this function, 
anchored in the early years of the establishment of the de-
mocratic municipal councils, cannot be developed in the 
current context of the digital society without the backing 
of other communication activities linked to the philosophy 
of web 2.0. Thus, the communication offices in the munici-
palities have been expanded into a complex structure with 
new features and professional roles, with deep dependen-
cies and synergies between its vertical and horizontal hie-
rarchy. 

As Freixa-Matallonga (2004) and Campillo-Alhama (2010, 
2011) have pointed out, since the beginning of the new mi-
llennium public organizations have integrated the manage-
ment, documentation, and monitoring of political and admi-
nistrative information in the media (Bustelo-Ruesta, 2011) 
with the traditional functions of information relations, the 
processes of institutional communication and advertising, 
and the institutional relations of the 1980s and 1990s. For 
this reason, the use of purpose-created computer applica-

tions and the use of new technologies in information docu-
mentation have become an outstanding added value for the 
management of the processes and routines of the commu-
nication offices (Campillo-Alhama, 2013).

This extension of the instrumental and strategic professional 
roles of the 1980s and 1990s (Timoteo-Álvarez, 2013), with 
the activity linked to the documentation and monitoring of 
public information, became the first major transformation 
of the executive functions in municipal communication. 

In the last decade, a second turning point occurred when 
new functions linked to communication 2.0, social media, 
and social networking sites emerged in public administra-
tion (Graells-Costa, 2012; Ballester-Espinosa, 2013; Criado-
Grande; Rojas-Martín, 2013; Palomar-Baget, 2015; Diputa-
ción de Alicante, 2015), which is especially noticeable at the 
municipal level as a context of proximity.

3. Structural and functional models of municipal 
communication 
As we have already noted, during the 1980s, communica-
tion management offices had purely instrumental character 
without recurring models in public organizations (Pérez-
González, 1988). Communication management became 
strategic in the 1990s with structural and functional com-
munication models (Puig-Picart, 2003; Freixa-Matallonga, 
2004; Rubio-Oderiz, 2005; Campillo-Alhama, 2010) and 
evolved, this past decade, towards the current digital con-
text. Municipal councils, as entities that act as permanent 
information generators, are not alien to such a transforma-
tion in the structures, functions, and roles linked to commu-
nication management. 

During the 1980s, Pérez-González (1988) proposed a strate-
gic communication model based on six phases: 
- research of public opinion related to municipal adminis-

tration through surveys; 
- analysis of information published in the media in different 

areas of political and administrative management;
- management balance by municipal administration;
- communication strategy of the balance of municipal ad-

ministration;
- corporate identity program, urban signage; and
- implementation of the communication strategy with its 

monitoring and adaptation. 

The structural and functional models of the 1990s and 
early 21st century, proposed by authors such as Ramírez-
de-la-Piscina (1995), Álvarez-Domínguez; Caballero-Hueso 
(1997), Freixa-Matallonga (2004) and Campillo-Alhama 
(2010), have significant similarities in four global areas of 
intervention based on the management of information rela-
tions, marketing and advertising, relations with society, and 
internal relations with derived communication processes. 
Freixa-Matallonga (2004) refers in this regard to the most 
significant functions of municipal communication manage-
ment, and associates them with:
- internal and external communication;
- institutional advertising;
- spokesmanship;
- management of corporate branding and image;

We propose a strategic model for inte-
grated municipal communication –tra-
ditional and online-, based on two key 
references: the strategic territorial plan 
and the agenda of the local powers
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- crisis communication;
- corporate culture;
- social policy communication;
- generation of publications and audio-visual material;
- sponsorship and patronage;
- advice to the government team and its highest political 

representative;
- public and institutional relations;
- organization of events;
- event management and protocol;
- relations with lobbyists;
- relations with the media; and
- e-communication.

Unlike the previous models, the municipal communication 
model of Puig-Picart (2003) does not present a sequential 
proposal, but instead identifies city branding as the epicen-
ter of the performance of local councils. It is a radial system 
that highlights the variables of public communication ma-
nagement. The brand constitutes the main reference when 
it comes to developing organizational communication -both 
internal and external- through:
- corporate image;
- conventional and non-conventional communication;
- press office;
- catalog of services;
- relations with organizations;
- electronic communication;
- information and service centers;
- systems of complaints and suggestions;
- personalization of services; and
- own media.

For his part, Rubio-Oderiz (2005) identifies three concentric 
areas in the process of public communication of councils: 
operation, leadership, and socialization and identification. 
Operation is linked to the provision of public services by the 
municipal entity, facilitating knowledge and accessibility; it 
is based on the information of the rights and obligations of 
citizens, as well as the functioning and operations of muni-
cipal services. The activities carried out in the area of lea-
dership are associated with the objectives of motivation of 
stakeholders, innovation, social change, and the maintenan-
ce of social networks among individuals. This area identifies 
the public institution as the global system and as a driver of 
social change. 

It is articulated through corporate communication aimed at 
the consolidation of the global image of the organization, 
building trust and credibility, the promotion of changes in 
behavior and social values, the organizational view, which 
is reflected on the information that is shared with citizens 
by the ideological project of the government team, and the 
relational vector, which re-orients municipal organizations 
to develop their work in partnership with other social, eco-
nomic, and political agents. Through socialization and iden-
tification, municipal organizations stimulate citizens’ sense 
of belonging to a local community and favors the formation 
of active and responsible citizens. This area is manifested 
by emotional ties with the community, which facilitates the 
understanding of the processes of public administration and 
the acceptance of collective interests. 

In the current context of the digital society, the revolution 
posed in local entities by the change in its corporate cul-
ture, communication 2.0, and the implementation of new 
technologies linked to social media, encourages a reformu-
lation of the communication models of the municipal de-
partments, as well as of the new professional roles that are 
integrated into them.

Municipal communication structures will require media 
professionals who are able to perform the conventional 
functions of institutional communication, public informa-
tion, and institutional relations as well as the analysis of the 
information published by online and print media through 
the design of purpose-created applications and techniques 
of documental management (Campillo-Alhama, 2013). The-
se functions have been incorporated into other functions 
linked to digital communication, strategic management of 
social media and social networks, branded-content mana-
gement, and online reputation1.

4. Social media and public administration: A 
model of integrated communication 

In the context of public service, social media2 and web 2.0 
have become authentic digital communication platforms 
that empower citizens who generate and share content 
and information through public and private profiles. They 
are characterized by the dissemination of information and 
knowledge resources; they facilitate contact between indi-
viduals and interest groups, and enable the publication and 
exchange of personal ideas, opinions, and experiences and 
the sharing of this information with other users.

Within social media, social networks represent the greatest 
exponent of the communicative paradigm 2.0 in the central, 
regional, and local administration, in public and mixed com-
panies, as well as in autonomous bodies. This is because, 
as Criado-Grande and Rojas-Martín (2013, p. 17) point out: 

“the 2.0 nature of social networks in the public sector 
involves, first, that citizens are potential active agents in 
the production of web content and act like prosumers; 
second, the acceptance of collaborative intelligence 
as evidence that public innovation is also outside the 
formal boundaries of the municipal organisation; and 
finally, it involves an increased disintermediation of ac-
tivities between organisations and individuals. All of this 
reflects a new scenario for collaboration, transparency, 
participation and accountability within the public sphe-
re.”

From a strictly administrative point of view, social networks 
become an instrument of direct participation as they pro-
mote bi-directionality and multi-directionality in public 
institutions, innovation, and interest in relational manage-
ment. Thus, social networks can improve transparency and 
participation (Graells-Costa, 2012) as they enable citizens to 
collaborate in the setting and management of the agenda of 
the local institution (Rojas-Martín, 2013).

Of the diversity of social networks, over the last decade Fa-
cebook and Twitter have recurrently been incorporated in 
the communicative and relational management of the pu-
blic sector and have become a social, political, and techno-
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logical phenomenon that has transformed the way the mu-
nicipal administration assumes the governmental functions 
(Campillo-Alhama; Ramos-Soler, 2013).

This presence on social networks, as Vañó-Sempere (2015) 
points out, must pursue clear objectives of bi-directional 
and multi-directional communication, homogeneously and 
consistently among all the departments of the institution, to 
improve the institutional image through information about 
the public corporation, citizen services, activities and calls, 
as well as the expansion of the forms of contact and com-
munication with the institution.

To this end, it is imperative to establish a strategy for social 
media (or a strategic plan for presence in social networks) 
that ensures the continuity and relevance of this interac-
tion, through the establishment of general and specific ob-
jectives, the map of networks of the institution, procedures, 
technical resources and the formation of human resources. 
This strategy requires active management, not only as a 
process of external communication, but also as an internal 
communication unit that coordinates messages among the 
different departments and areas. This strategy should be 
useful in the management and effective resolution of crisis 
situations and in search engine optimization (SEO) to link 
the institution with its corporate values, initiatives, projects, 
and services. As a result, the social media strategist -or so-
cial media manager- emerges in the public sector as a new 
professional role that assumes the responsibilities of social 
media strategy and monitoring. 

As for the strategy of content 2.0, based on the objectives 
set by political-administrative management, it is necessary 
to determine the target audience, the themes and the mes-
sages, the design of the book of style that sets the tone, ap-
proach and periodicity of the messages on social networks, 
the plan of action and the timetable for content, the dis-
semination typology and channels, the available resources, 
the preparation of answers for the frequently asked ques-
tions of users, and the measurement of the effectiveness of 
the actions (Moreno-Molina, 2014). 

The monitoring of social networks is based on the mea-
suring of the return on investment (ROI) through key per-
formance indicators (KPI) (IAB, 2012), which are based on 
objectives and indicate their level of achievement through 
four variables: 
- recognition (which measures the initial value of the insti-

tution in a given social medium);
- revaluation (which indicates the increase of this value);
- reaction (which indicates whether our actions are effecti-

ve and whether the user is reacting to them; and 
- recommendation (which represents high engagement of 

the user who acts as an ambassador of the brand among 
other users).

Vañó-Sempere (2015) says that in the measurement of the 
results of social media strategies the goal goes far beyond 
the mere notoriety and visibility of the institution. The ob-
jective is to amplify its information and disseminate it across 
the web, to obtain recommendations and promote com-
munication with stakeholders and the general public. The 
author also identifies the parameters that must be moni-

tored in social network accounts: audience (followers and 
posts), interactions (users’ reactions to posts: likes, shares, 
retweets, comments, and reactions), interest (interactions 
related to the posts), and commitment (interactions de-
pending on the audience). All these data are collected pe-
riodically to analyze them and adapt the communication 
strategy according to the results.

Next to the social media strategist, other professional roles 
linked to digital communication have emerged in the public 
sector: content manager, content curator, record manager 
and community manager (Aerco-Territorio Creativo, 2009; 
Aerco-PSM, 2012; Guallar; Leiva-Aguilera, 2013; Moreno-
Molina, 2014; Vañó-Sempere, 2015; Carrillo-Durán, 2016; 
Salaverría, 2016; Villar-Rodríguez, 2016). 

The content manager as content generator is responsible 
for feeding web 2.0, and the institutional blogs and social 
networks. For this purpose, they use the institution’s own 
content to advertise services, events, initiatives, activities, 
and projects, complementing the traditional and official 
channels of public information; content generated by the 
media, which serves as an amplifier of institutional infor-
mation; content generated by other official sources that 
may be of general or specific interest; and content gene-
rated by non-official sources with which the institution has 
collaborated or participated in any activity, event, or pro-
ject.

The content curator analyzes and filters the immense vo-
lumes of information poured in online media on a specific 
topic and presents the most significant information to ins-
titutional authorities in an organized way to provide value 
and reinforce the content strategy for social media, based 
on trustworthy and official sources, which are an obligatory 
reference in public policies and affairs.

The record manager documents the information posted on 
online and social media on the different departments or 
areas of management -both centralized and decentralized-, 
integrated in the public institution, and passes the informa-
tion on to those responsible for the communication mana-
gement, which includes the positive, negative, neutral, or 
ambivalent assessment generated by the media.

The community manager constantly monitors the web in 
search of conversations about the public institution and its 
social environment. It passes this information, in a structu-
red way, on to the political and administrative leaders who 
assume responsibilities for different areas of management 
and explains the positioning and the decisions taken in re-
lation to citizens. The community manager also actively res-
ponds and talks in all social media in which the institution 
is present and significantly mentioned. It manages the blog 
of the institution, employing all the multimedia possibilities 
at has or her fingertips, and also selects and shares content 
with the stakeholders of the local administration, which 
have been conveniently segmented, based on the genera-
tion and curating of content. They locate opinion leaders 
and influencers -both internal and external- who can help 
in the pursuit of the interests of the institution and create 
forms of collaboration with the local community following 
the strategy set out in the social media plan.
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All these professional functions and roles linked to new te-
chnologies and communication 2.0 have not only affected 
the restructuring and adaptation of municipal communica-
tion management, but also the communicative models that 
are implemented to translate public policies of proximity to 
the language of the citizenry. 

Based on the previous review, we propose a model of inte-
grated communication (see Figure 1), derived from the stra-
tegic territorial plan and the local agenda, guided by an ad-
ministrative approach based on governance, transparency 
and the participation of citizen-prosumers, together with di-
fferent social groups, in the management of public policies.

In the proposed model, the informant entities (centralized, 
decentralized, and external) and the informant individuals 
(internal and external to the local administration) partici-
pate actively in the design and development of the muni-
cipal strategic lines which are identified as sectoral public 

Figure 1. Model of integrated communication derived from the strategic territorial plan and the local agenda

policies. Through the issues, the territorial strategic lines 
materialize and gain visibility in the public sphere through 
the media. In this sense, the model shows a two-way and 
multi-directional flow in the online strategy, while in the tra-
ditional strategy the communication process, which is deve-
loped by the informant entities and individuals, is basically 
one-way. However, this symbiosis between both strategies 
allows the former to substantially strengthen the effective-
ness of the latter. Thus, municipal institutions implement 
communication 2.0 actions that aim to strengthen relations 
with the traditional media, to advertise official events and 
acts, make institutional communication and advertising 
campaigns go viral, and manage more efficiently the insti-
tutional relations through permanent interaction with citi-
zens, which is enabled by social media, the public service 
municipal offices, and the technological and professionali-
zed processes of citizen participation at the organic, functio-
nal, and cooperative levels.
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Municipal communication management based on paradigm 
2.0 is a structure that integrates the traditional functions of 
communication and relational management (relations with 
the media, institutional communication and advertising, 
and institutional and external relations), and the new fea-
tures related to digital communication. All these functions 
and professional roles are developed by following a general 
strategic plan, based on a sequential process that ends with 
the control and monitoring of different tactics and actions 
when the local institution implements the strategies. This 
evaluation phase is essential to verifying the effectiveness 
of such a process, to question it, and adapt it.

The strategic plan represents the permanent axis of refe-
rence for integrated communication management. Its cohe-
rence with the general objectives will condition the institu-
tional image of the municipal entity, and by extension its 
administrative reputation, in the mid and long term.

5. Conclusions
Municipal institutions as political and administrative orga-
nizations must realize the need to adapt their structures of 
communication and public information to the current con-
text of the digital society. Several studies and analyses have 
shown that in the last decade many municipalities have 
progressively and heterogeneously implemented paradigm 
2.0, both in their interaction with citizens and in the online 
communication and information processes, which turns ci-
tizens into authentic prosumers of projects, initiatives, and 
services offered by the local administration.

There are constraints, in this sense, given the socio-demo-
graphic characteristics of each municipality, the political sta-
bility of the municipal government, the size, structure, eco-
nomic, human resources, and technological development of 
the municipal organization, the access of employees to spe-
cific training, the experience in the use of social networks 
and social media, as well as the political and administrative 
leadership in the involvement and dedication of the people 
who manage these networks and media.

In the current context of the digital society, the people 
responsible for political and administrative processes con-
tinuously target citizens through messages disseminated 
across media to advertise actions linked to sectoral public 
policies. The monitoring of the treatment and contextuali-
zation of the municipal issues based on the strategy esta-
blished by the municipal communication management will 
allow us to confirm the suitability of the messages of the 
members of the government team, the absence of contra-
diction between them, and to evaluate the reaction of the 
rest of the local political forces and the citizen-prosumers 
with respect to the municipal agenda. Therefore, the com-
municative structures must integrate new strategic mo-
dels of integrated management, purpose-created software 
applications that enable the evaluation of the treatment of 
municipal information in online and conventional media, 
and the implementation of tools for monitoring social me-
dia and social networks.

For councils, knowledge management has become a valu-
able intangible asset that allows them to secure, refor-

mulate, or question the strategy of the local government 
team during each legislative period. This fact justifies the 
integration in the municipal communication management 
office of new professional digital profiles such as the social 
media strategist, content manager, content curator, record 
manager and the community manager, which are going to 
strengthen relations with the conventional media, institu-
tional communication, institutional relations management 
and the documentation, systematization and retrieval of 
public information. 

Notes

1. Online reputation is associated with the prestige reached 
by a person, brand, or entity in the Internet environment. 
It depends on the opinions and conversations of users and 
citizens about our actions, events, or comments in the vir-
tual context.

2. The Spanish Interactive Advertising Bureau (IAB, 2012) 
has offered the following classification of social media: 
blogs, photoblogs, microblogs, social networking sites, gra-
phic utilities, professional networking sites, virtual worlds, 
dating sites, content aggregators, and in general any plat-
form that offers users the possibility of generating shareable 
content.
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