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ABSTRACT

Some governments have proven social media’s potential to generate value through co-creation and citi-
zen participation, and municipalities are increasingly using these tools in order to become smart cities. 
Nevertheless, few public administrations have taken full advantage of all the possibilities offered by social 
media and, as a consequence, there is a shortage of case studies published on this topic. By analyzing 
the case study of the platform Santander City Brain, managed by the City Council of Santander (Spain), 
the current work contributes to broaden the knowledge on ambitious social media projects implemented 
by local public administrations for e-Government; therefore, this case can be useful for other public 
sector’s initiatives. The case studied herein proves that virtual social media are effective tools for civil 
society, as it is able to set the political agenda and influence the framing of political discourse; however, 
they should not be considered as the main channel for citizen participation. Among the results obtained, 
the authors have found that several elements are required: the determination and involvement of the 
government, a designated community manager to follow up with the community of users, the secured 
privacy of its users, and a technological platform that is easy to use. Additionally, the Public Private 
Partnership model provides several advantages to the project, such as opening new sources of funding.
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INTRODUCTION

The integration of social media into the personal and corporate environment has occurred very quickly 
(Soto-Acosta, Perez-Gonzalez, & Popa, 2014; Wamba & Carter, 2014). Their importance and recognition 
as value creation tools are thoroughly accepted (Culnan, McHugh, & Zubillaga, 2009; Laroche, Habibi, 
Richard, & Sankaranarayanan, 2012; Mucan & Özeltürkay, 2014; Padilla-Meléndez & Del Águila-Obra, 
2013; See-To & Ho, 2014).

Public organizations have been some of the earliest adopters of information technologies (IT), with 
local governments being at the peak of that trend (Kamal, Weerakkody, & Irani, 2010). More recently, 
the use of IT by local authorities to improve the efficiency and quality of public services has turned into 
a concept referred to as “smart city” (Pattaro & Tripi, 2013). Smart cities use platforms like Websites 
and social media to involve key stakeholders in governance processes and to seek solutions to complex 
social problems (Anttiroiko, Valkama, & Bailey, 2014). These platforms render possible value co-creation 
within the public administration environment (Wachhaus, 2011).

Social media are some of the technologies that are usually attributed to smart cities (Johnston & 
Hansen, 2011; Mechant, Stevens, Evens, & Verdegem, 2012; Pattaro & Tripi, 2013), and the smart cities 
initiatives are growing around the world (Neirotti, De Marco, Cagliano, Mangano, & Scorrano, 2014). 
Additionally, citizen expectations have forced authorities to make frequent use of social media (Bertot, 
Jaeger, & Hansen, 2012).

Nevertheless, politicians are afraid of social media risks and, therefore, public administrations have 
not been adventurous in the use of these tools (Effing, Hillegersberg, & Huibers, 2011). Social media’s 
potential for value creation in public service management still exceeds its current level of implementa-
tion (Karakiza, 2015; Mergel, 2013).

The faint approach with which public administrations take advantage of social media has brought 
about a gap in the number of case studies in the research literature (Lilleker, Pack, & Jackson, 2010). 
In this context, the objective of this work is to analyze the Santander City Brain initiative in Santander, 
Spain, a social media tool that is being used for value co-creation and citizen participation within the 
smart city environment. This case study will serve to analyze value co-creation in cities, and it may thus 
be used as an example for other municipal initiatives.

The current article has been structured in the following order: The ‘Literature review’ section provides 
a comprehensive analysis of the available information for several key issues relevant to our research, 
such as smart cities, smart government, social media for citizen participation, value co-creation, and 
crowdsourcing. Below, we detail the methodology chosen in order to collect the evidence, and we also 
describe the analytic strategy of the current case study research. Subsequently, there is a comprehen-
sive description of the Smart City Brain platform regarding its scope, aims, stakeholders engaged in its 
development, as well as several aspects of its use. In the ‘Analysis of results’, we weigh all of the data 
collected from the platform for its analysis. The following section, ‘Discussion’, provides an analysis of 
both the strengths and weaknesses of the project, which have been highlighted in our research. Finally, 
the key findings of the current case study are stated in the ‘Conclusion’ section, along with suggestions 
for further lines of research.
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