
SOCIAL MEDIA BASICS FOR 
CIVIC PARTICIPATION

With Robin Catalano

Creative content crafter 

& consultant 

robinwriter.com



robinwriter.com

© Robin Catalano, 2017

© ROBIN CATALANO, 2017

This presentation is for the private use of workshop 
participants only. Thank you for complying with copyright 
laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of 
this presentation in any form without written permission of the 
copyright holder. 



robinwriter.com

© Robin Catalano, 2017

WHO IS ROBIN?

Freelance content crafter/consultant with more than 20 years’ experience in 
creative copywriting and content strategy for blogs, websites, e-commerce, 
social media, and traditional print

Design, culture, food, and human interest journalist—75+ published articles

Book author

Ghostwriter for books, magazines, and commercial projects 

Developmental editor, copyeditor, and proofreader for more than 350 
fiction and nonfiction books

Teacher and conference/seminar speaker on a variety of writing, blogging, 
and social media topics: Atlanta, Los Angeles, New York City, Milwaukee & 
more

Former Managing Editor of Digital & Social Media for The Annie Selke 
Companies and founding editor of the Fresh American Style blog
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SOCIAL MEDIA PLATFORMS

There are more than 
50 social media 
platforms currently in 
use across the globe
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THE TOP 15

Source: Dreamgrow
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SOCIAL NETWORKING DEMOGRAPHICS

Source: ComScore
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SOCIAL PLATFORMS THAT ARE POPULAR, BUT 
AREN’T USEFUL FOR CIVIC PARTICIPATION

LinkedIn

Pinterest

Tumblr

Google+

Snapchat

Periscope
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LET’S FOCUS ON THE ONES THAT ARE MOST 
RELEVANT TO CIVIC PARTICIPATION
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SOME QUICK TERMINOLOGY

Desktop—A desktop or laptop computer

Mobile device—A device that can be used on the go; includes cell phones and tablets

Post—An individual piece of content on a social media network; can be text, an image, a 

link, a video, or a combination 

Tweet—An individual piece of content on Twitter; can be text, an image, a link, a video, or 

a combination

Like—An expression of approval or support on a social media network

Comment—A written reply to a post on social media; can sometimes include an image, link, 

or video

Share/repost/regram—Content that is shared from one user’s page/account to another’s

Hashtag—An organizing principle that allows users to search for content by 

keywords/search terms; type # followed by the search term: #politics

Emoji—A small digital image used to express emotion
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FACEBOOK

What it is: The largest, and one of the oldest, of all social networks

Active daily users: 1.6 billion 

Where to find it: Facebook.com

Use it on: Desktop, phone, tablet

You’ll need: A personal page

Actions: Likes & emoji expressions, comments, shares

Hashtags: Can be used, but are not especially helpful
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FACEBOOK
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FACEBOOK

Pros

• Large network

• Demographic skews 35+

• Like-minded individuals can form private 

and public Groups

• Can save favorite posts for later

• Greater opportunity for viral content, 

especially video

• FB Messenger makes it easy to chat 

with/text other users

• Now offers FB Live and FB Stories

Cons

• Newsfeed is heavily edited

• Drew criticism for allowing the spread of 

fake news during 2016 election; they’re 

trying to correct this

• Many ads in the newsfeed and sidebar

• FB will suggest trending news stories for 

you; the choices can sometimes be 

overwhelming
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FACEBOOK

Where to get started:

• News and Guts

• Humans of New York

• Huffington Post/Huffington Post Politics

• Politico

• New York Times

• Wall Street Journal

• BBC News

• Bard Center for Civic Engagement

• Many local and national politicians have their own FB pages

• Ask friends and others in the community about private/secret Groups; you’ll need to be 

invited to these
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TWITTER
What it is: An online news, microblogging, and social networking site

Active daily users: 140 million 

Where to find it: twitter.com

Use it on: Phone, tablet; there’s an app for Windows, but it’s buggy

You’ll need: A personal account

Actions: Likes (favorites), hearts (loves), retweets (shares)

Hashtags: Very important
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TWITTER



robinwriter.com

© Robin Catalano, 2017

TWITTER

Pros

• Can be a good source of breaking news

• Many politicians and journalists are active 

on Twitter

• Has been used as an organizing point for 

several “Twitter Revolutions” (e.g., Iranian 

election protests in 2009)

Cons

• If you want your own content to be seen, 

you must post frequently

• The feed updates very quickly

• Novice users frequently get frustrated and 

give up on it

• 140-character limit for text (links not 

included); shorter posts perform better

• This network’s growth has stalled, and some 

experts have suggested that it’s in decline
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TWITTER

Where to get started:

• @realDonaldTrump

• @CivEngagement

• @WAG_Activism

• @TheCaucus (NY Times blog)

• @BuzzFeedAndrew

• @EliStokols (Politico)

• @JOSreports (Jim O’Sullivan of Boston Globe)

• Many local and national politicians are on Twitter
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INSTAGRAM
What it is: A mobile photo-sharing app; fastest-growing social network

Active daily users: 300 million 

Where to find it: Instagram.com

Use it on: Phone, tablet (you can view, but not create, content on 

desktop)

You’ll need: A personal account

Actions: Likes, comments, shares, regrams

Hashtags: Very important
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INSTAGRAM
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Pros

• Fastest-growing network, with a fairly 

equal mix of men and women and 

different age groups

• Image-based, for those who prefer visuals 

to text

• Great platform for artist-activists, 

photojournalists, and documentary 

filmmakers

• Videos and Instagram Stories are short and 

very easy to create 

Cons

• Lesser-known network for civic participation

• Engagement tends not to be as in-depth as 

with some of the other platforms

• Mobile only

• No ability to schedule posts without a third-

party app

INSTAGRAM
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INSTAGRAM

Where to get started:

• @usinterior (US Dept. of the Interior)

• @energy (US Dept. of Energy)

• @gloriasteinem

• @womensmarch

• @humansofnewyork

• @happyhippiefdn

• @berniesanders

• There are fewer politicians on Instagram, and their feeds tend to be full of travel and 

happy-handshake shots, but it’s worth exploring accounts of those you admire
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YOUTUBE
What it is: A video-sharing network and website

Active daily users: 1 billion 

Where to find it: youtube.com

Use it on: Desktop, phone, tablet

You’ll need: A Google account (there are ways around this, but they 

require several steps) 

Actions: Likes, comments, shares

Hashtags: Limited importance; you can still search without hashtags
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YOUTUBE
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YOUTUBE

Pros

• Hosts a massive number of videos, from 

professionally produced newscasts to 

amateur protest videos & commentary

• Extremely easy to use; click and play

• You don’t need to install any software/

apps on desktop to use it

• Many streaming media players (Roku, 

Playstation, Fire, etc.) have a YouTube app, 

for viewing full-screen on your TV

Cons

• You need to have a Google account to 

make the most of YouTube’s functions, and 

to have your own video channel

• Facebook is a competitor and has ramped 

up its video offerings, so expect some video 

content to migrate there

• “Rabbit hole” factor: it’s easy to get sucked 

in to watching one video after another
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YOUTUBE

Where to get started:

• IntelligenceSquared (UK and US channels)

• GCP Grey

• Vox

• Al Jazeera English

• The Young Turks

• Now This

• VlogBrothers

• Bloomberg TV

• Bad Lip Reading (humorous reinterpretations of political debates and speeches)
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REDDIT
What it is: A social news aggregation, web-content rating, and 

discussion website

Active daily users: 234 million 

Where to find it: reddit.com

Use it on: Desktop, phone, tablet

You’ll need: A personal account

Actions: Likes, comments, shares

Hashtags: Rarely used, unless for comic effect
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REDDIT
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REDDIT

Pros

• Mostly a text-based discussion forum, so if 

you’re looking for conversation and not 

images, it’s a good choice

• Hundreds of thousands of subreddits 

(discussion threads) to choose from

• Learning curve is very short; easy to use

• User base is extremely active

Cons

• Has a large fanboy/fangirl and techie 

population, so finding relevant subreddits 

can be time consuming

• Not visually pleasing; can feel very busy to 

look at

• “Rabbit hole” factor: it’s easy to get sucked 

in to clicking from one subreddit to another
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REDDIT

Where to get started:

• r/Politics

• r/Ask_Politics

• r/Political_Discussion

• r/Progressive, r/SocialDemocracy, r/Conservative, r/Libertarian, r/ModeratePolitics

• r/Political_Humor

• r/ChangeMyView

• r/RedditActivism

• r/Feminism
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BLOGS

There are 31 million bloggers in the U.S. alone!

Reading a blog doesn’t require any specialized knowledge or tech skill; 

just type the URL in the address bar or a search term in the search bar, 

and click a link and start reading

Many allow interaction through the comments section (you may have to 

sign up for an account to comment)

Where to start: Politico, Huffington Post, Daily Kos, Vox, Little Green 

Footballs, Migrant Integration Policy Index, Rainforest Guardians
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A FEW OTHER USEFUL TOOLS

Podcasts

Audio content similar to radio shows, but each episode can be downloaded 
individually (or you can subscribe to a series) to a desktop, mobile device, or MP3 
player

Last anywhere from 10 minutes to 1 hour

Download from the podcast’s website, from iTunes, or an Android-based service like 
Podcast Republic

Where to start: Pod Save America, Stanford Social Innovation Review, Idealist, Big 
Time D*cks (from Jezebel), Intersection, Another Round
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A FEW OTHER USEFUL 
TOOLS

Pocket

An app where you can save articles, 
images, and videos for later 
reading/viewing

Desktop and mobile

Integrates with other apps and social 
networks
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A FEW OTHER USEFUL 
TOOLS

Buffer

A scheduling tool that allows you to 
program content to be posted at a 
specific time to your Facebook, 
Twitter, and Instagram accounts 
(Instagram programming is not fully 
automated)

Desktop and mobile
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HOW CAN I HELP WITH YOUR SOCIAL MEDIA?

Visit my website for a sampling of my work, or e-mail me today to set up a 
meeting:

robin.catalano@gmail.com

robinwriter.com

You can also find me teaching these upcoming workshops:

4/17-5/15, Arts Center of the Capital Region (Troy, NY): Writing for Blogs & Social 
Media

4/21, Women in Travel Summit (Milwaukee, WI): Creating an Editorial Calendar: How 
to Develop Your Content Strategy & Build Early Engagement

5/30 & 6/6, Instagram for Business, BCC

6/15, Take Your Business to the Next Level with a Vision & Mission Statement, BCC

6/20, Supercharge Your Social Media Marketing with an Editorial Calendar, BCC

mailto:robin.catalano@gmail.com

