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Background
The final Digital Masterclass webinar of the Committee of the Regions (CoR) took place in the framework of the 2020 edition of the European Public Communication Conference, EuroPCom.
The session offered an overview of the social media industry trends that social media managers should keep an eye on in 2021, insights for political communicators from the field of social media psychology, and learnings from the experience of the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) on TikTok. 
465 participants signed up for the webinar, of which 178 followed the session live.
Speakers: 
Rebecca Dredge, Senior postdoctoral research fellow, KU Leuven.
Dr Rebecca Dredge is an Australian psychologist working as a senior postdoctoral research fellow at KU Leuven in Belgium. Dr Dredge completed her PhD on cyberbullying victimisation in adolescents and is currently researching the associations between social media use and various online and offline interpersonal and communication outcomes. She lectures the course entitled 'The Psychology of Social Media' which explores the complex associations between social media use and identity construction, social networks and well-being. 
LinkedIn: Rebecca Dredge
Dante Licona, Senior Social Media Officer at the IFRC.
Dante Licona is currently the Senior Social Media Officer at the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, the world's largest humanitarian network. He co-led the IFRC's journey on TikTok, making it the first global humanitarian organisation on the platform, and the first to reach 3 million followers. 
Before joining the IFRC he worked as global social media manager at the World Health Organisation and served six years as a Mexican government official. He has provided advice to senior global leaders, trained hundreds of staffers in dozens of countries, and speaks regularly at international events about best practices in digital communications. He is passionate about digital diplomacy, effective communication, podcasts and audiobooks.
Twitter: @dante_licona
LinkedIn: Dante Licona
Melis Figanmese, Senior Campaigns Officer at the IFRC. 
Melis is a senior campaigns officer at the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies where she launched the #ForClimate campaign on TikTok generating 500M views. Previously, she worked with advertising and PR agencies consulting on paid and organic digital strategies with clients such as Nike, Hewlett-Packard and Breastcancer.org. Her influencer strategy with Nike resulted in selling out of the most expensive product ever listed on nike.com. Melis is a mother of a 2-year-old boy and is a yogi. 
LinkedIn: Melis Figanmese 
Matt Navarra, Social media commentator. 
Matt Navarra is a freelance social consultant and prominent social media industry commentator based in Cardiff, UK. His previous clients include BBC, ITV, ITN, United Nations, International Red Cross, US Food and Drug Administration (FDA), Sainsbury's, and many other global brands and organisations. Earlier in his career, Matt was Director of Social Media at global technology news and events company, The Next Web (TNW), and digital communications advisor to the UK Government. Social media managers and other industry professionals can be found in Matt's 'Geekout' group on Facebook which has over 20 000 members. Matt also hosts his popular 'Geekout' podcast, and he produces his weekly Geekout Newsletter curating all the latest industry news and updates for over 4 500 subscribers. Matt is frequently invited to appear on BBC News (TV/Radio), Sky News, NBC Europe and other news channels as a social media industry commentator.
Twitter: @MattNavarra
LinkedIn: Matt Navarra

Moderator: 
Klaudia Bencze, Social media team leader, European Committee of the Regions.
Recording: 
A recording of the session is available on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j7kMGhBtuss&feature=youtu.be


Key takeaways
The webinar started with a round of presentations by each speaker. 
Rebecca Dredge, Senior postdoctoral research fellow, KU Leuven, on the psychology of political communication on social media:
Rebecca Dredge offered a survey of recent academic research on the psychology of political communication on social media. For a full overview, including references to the articles cited, please refer to her slides.

It is important to understand the average social media user:
Only a minority of social media users engage in political communication online. Nearly seven in ten people hardly ever or never do it.
Just because users post political content on their social media accounts does not necessarily mean that they are knowledgeable or aware of political events.

Perceptions of political communication on social media and obstacles to engagement:
Political Twitter users tend to differ more from the average twitter user than is the case for other platforms. They are predominantly white, male, have a significantly higher pre-existing political interest, voting behaviour and political knowledge.
Research on the predictors of online and offline political participation in the US shows that exposure to disagreement on Twitter and low media trust may have a demobilising effect.
Misinformation, disinformation and fake news contribute to a reduction in trust in news media, politicians and social media content.
Research shows that many people in the US fear that social media companies leverage their data to show them political ads from political campaigns and believe that political advertising should not be allowed at all on social media. 
Growing shares of social media users in the US are worn out by the number of political posts they encounter. The vast majority find political discussions with people they disagree with to be frustrating and stressful. 
The majority of adults in the US believe that social media is actually effective with regard to some political communication purposes, such as raising awareness about issues, creating sustained movements, changing people’s minds on social issues and influencing decision making. At the same time, a majority of people also believe that social media can distract from important problems and that political social media engagement does not always make a difference in the offline world. 
While they also see the benefits, politically engaged social media users express heightened negativity about the tone of political discussions. Most perceive that people are communicating online in ways in which they do not in person, that political communication is less enjoyable on social media, and that there is less political correctness on social media than in real life. 

Effect of political communication on political participation in real life:
US-based research shows that roughly three in ten younger men changed their views on an issue because of content they came across on social media in the past year. This percentage has increased in the past two years.
While most people do not engage in sharing political content, research indicates that the less politically engaged people are at least occasionally engaged in easy political behaviour like commenting and liking political content. At the same time, engagement in commenting and liking tends to lead to greater political activity offline. 

Young people and political engagement on social media:
Research suggests that it is pre-existing online political engagement that is driving online behaviour. Among young people, online political expression (awareness raising, encouraging others to take action, sharing own views etc.) is considerably more prevalent hat online institution-oriented engagement (such as joining or following campaign groups or groups interests in political issues, encouraging others to vote etc.).
On TikTok:
41% of users are 16-24 years old
Reach and engagement is less dependent than on other platforms on the number of followers that someone already has.
TikToks have more views than YouTube videos (on average)
Major political YouTubers have shifted to TikTok, suggesting that political discourse will soon become increasingly professionalised
Political communication on TikTok is much more interactive in comparison to other social media platforms, with users combining multiple information channels to spread their messages. 
Duets (videos shown side by side) enable more interaction by challenging posts that users disagree with, fact-checking, correcting misinformation.
Users make high use of the platform’s editing possibilities (text, transitions, filters, and visual effects from stickers and GIFs).
Best performing of the content posted by news media sources on TikTok:
Content featuring celebrities or TikTok influencers, such as 16-year-old Charli d’Amelio, with more than 50 million followers. The Stay Tuned NBC publication in which she appeared reached 7,4 million visualisations.
Outstanding trends and hashtags on the platform, also related to current events (#lockdownlife, #ripkobe, #foodwehate, #seeyousoon, among others).
Current issues of global resonance labelled with trending hashtags (COVID-19 pandemic: #coronavirus #covid19; fires in Australia: #australia).
Challenges (#dedoschallenge #morph).

Practical tips for improving the engagement of social media users on political issues:
Convince citizens that their engagement will have a real impact.
Content related to brand/individual personality — like humour and emotion — is associated with higher levels of consumer engagement (likes, comments, shares) 
Content aimed at entertaining its recipients (e.g., funny videos) has been shown to positively impact engagement behaviours.
Including at least one interactive element (e.g., a question or a call for user feedback) can enhance content engagement. 
Don’t limit your targeted audience to the most politically engaged. Even those who are less interested in politics can be encouraged to engage in small acts of politics (gateway behaviours), and those can lead to increased engagement over time.
Quick facts and interactive posts on Snapchat led to an increase in political knowledge in young people.
Posts on Instagram that were too personalised (e.g., young people expressing insecurity about the election) lead to less political interest overtime.

Keep in mind that there are many modes of online political engagement, such as:
Political information (reading and searching for political information).
Political interaction (posting comments and discussing public matters, sharing, and linking news and clips on politics).
Public production (writing about politics on a blog or creating video clips).
Collective actions (initiating and joining protests and activism).
For a fairly large and increasing group of young people, using social media for reading, watching, searching, discussing, commenting and sharing is far more likely than writing and producing content, signing petitions or organising groups for organising groups and boycotts. 
Dante Licona, Senior Social Media Officer at the IFRC, and Melis Figanmese, Senior Campaigns Officer at the IFRC:
In their presentation, Dante Licona and Melis Figanmese shared how the IFRC reached 3.4 million followers on TikTok by establishing a presence on the platform early on and by not being afraid to try the new format. 
Understanding the recent past is a good way to anticipate upcoming trends. According to the Digital2020: October Global Statshot published by Simon Kemp from DataReportal, a website offering insights and raw data into people’s online behaviours, more people are spending more time on social media than ever before:
Social media adoption has jumped by more than 12% in the past 12 months.
The time spent using connected devices by the average user continues to rise (and is currently at approximately 2.5 hours per day).
Instagram continues to grow, but so are other platforms.
A clear “age gap” defines digital use in the workplace.
Marketers may be missing out on some of today’s biggest digital opportunities.

TikTok has a spill-over effect across social media. Its biggest star, Charli D'Amelio, was the fastest person to reach over 100 million followers on any given platform. Within less than a year, her Instagram account also registered more interaction than that of Cristiano Ronaldo, the most followed individual on Instagram, in three of the past 12 weeks.

Learnings from the TikTok journey of the IFRC:
Detect trends and use the data to gather support from management.
Audience research pays off! The IFRC discovered, through online research, that a high number of its user base was already on TikTok, which encouraged the IFRC to establish a presence on TikTok early on. 
Being early adopters showed real benefits: In 19 months the IFRC launched several campaigns with the support of the TikTok for Good team, created widely shared public health messages and connected with the current and next generation of volunteers.
There is no innovation without experimentation. The IFRC’s first post was not a success, but persevering and remaining open to experimentation helped the organisation reach 3.4 million followers on TikTok along the way. 
TikTok, as a medium, challenges users to create unique posts, which makes it a great medium for communications that seek to motivate action. When the IFRC and TikTok teamed up for the ForClimate campaign, they succeeded not only in presenting users with content that was raising awareness about climate change, but also in inspiring 250 000 users to create and share their own videos to express their views on climate change creatively. 
Having an established presence on TikTok when the COVID-19 pandemic hit, enabled the IFRC to use the medium to bring value by disseminating evidence-based public health messaging in relatable and engaging formats, to a large number of people. TikTok acknowledged the IFRC as a trusted organisation and favoured the organisation’s content on the coronavirus. The WHO and ministries of health also joined TikTok in disseminating official information on the pandemic. 
Learnings on Going live
The IFRC regularly uses StreamYard to go live on TikTok, Facebook, Twitter bringing experts in contact with its user base. For International Volunteers Day, the IFRC went live uninterrupted for 24 hours, to put volunteers in the spotlight and to raise awareness about the importance of volunteering by creating a newsworthy moment. Results: over 820 000 views in total, and up to 1 100 simultaneous viewers throughout the day. 
Learnings:
Be creative. The IFRC action worked well because the content was fun and engaging (people dancing, singing, not just talking on screen).
When going live on TikTok, do it natively. 
Having a “Donate” button is not sufficient to elicit donations. Engage the audience constantly.
Loosen up. Music and dance works. 

Key takeaways:
If you see an opportunity, take it.
There are high returns for early adopters. IFRC was on TikTok in its first 6 months. 
There are no shortcuts: You need to invest time and effort to understand a new platform and to learn to create content for it. 
Don’t be afraid to fail. 
Have fun!

Matt Navarra, social media commentator, on trends and changes in social media to expect in 2021:
In his presentation, Matt Navarra offered an overview of the most important trends and upcoming changes in social media to keep an eye on in 2021:
1. Reusing and remixing content generated by other users and the importance of influencers are trends that are likely to continue to grow, as brands will seek to project authenticity and to benefit from the creativity of influencers and of users engaged on platforms such as TikTok.
2. Driven by discontent with fake news, misinformation, virtue signaling and concerns about data privacy and security, users will expect and demand more authenticity and transparency on social media. 
3. As social media users are becoming more aware of the negative sides of sharing content publicly on social media, more and more people can be expected to turn to private messaging and niche communities, while marketers will respond by trying to become a part of that or by initiating and nurturing their own online communities.
4. The rise in cause-led campaigning around topical, emotion-triggering issues that we have experienced in 2020 is likely to continue, led by influencers, particularly among younger audiences. At the same time, more and more people can be expected to start rejecting fake activism and the ‘Instagram aesthetic’. 
5. It is very likely that we will see new regulation of social media enacted and enforced in 2021, in the context of growing demands for curbing the spread of misinformation on social media.
6. Growth in audio content and apps built around audio, as well as new features revolving around audio on the existing platforms (e.g., voice recognition and control, growing popularity of podcasts, rise of Discord, Twitter audio features etc.).
7. Exponential growth in social commerce, driven by COVID-19 (e.g., Instagram shops, payment services inside social platforms).
8. Growth in the availability of Augmented Reality (AR) features and tools of practical use. As creators reach new levels of experience with the technology, AR may start to emerge as a game changer over the next few years with regard to the ways in which people consume content.
9. Further growth in the use of memes and ‘challenges’ as a marketing vehicle, with increasing adoptions by less social savvy brands. 
10. Increasing interest among marketers in testing ways to engage with gaming online communities and virtual worlds (virtual events and hangouts, influencers in gaming communities etc.).

Questions
Question 1: In what way is TikTok better than Instagram? For young politicians, what is the best channel for them to use to reach new audiences?
Dante Licona, Melis Figanmese: Whether TikTok or Instagram is better depends on where your target audiences are present. Additionally, the distribution on TikTok rewards excellent content, which makes it possible to go viral without having a large number of followers to start with. 
Instagram and TikTok are also very different in terms of the content creation features they offer. For the moment, TikTok’s technology is unparalleled in terms of support for creating sophisticated content with ease.
Question 2: What is your experience creating content for TikTok rather than for other channels? How much time does it take?
Dante Licona, Melis Figanmese: At the beginning, the team aimed to publish one TikTok per day, then two or three; however, the frequency of posting depends on the time available and on evolving priorities. Do not overthink or overwork content you publish on TikTok as having a perfectly polished product is less important.
Question 3: A lot of engagement can happen online, but how much of it has an offline impact? Does TikTok have a higher potential than other platforms to motivate audiences to take action in real life?
Rebecca Dredge: All social media has the potential to mobilise people who are already motivated to make a difference, as long as it provides guidance on how one can do so and examples of concrete ways in which to act. As it encourages self-expression through content creation, TikTok can be seen as offering ways to be more than a passive content consumer. 
Question 4: How can we create content for TikTok without infringing copyright?
[bookmark: _GoBack]Matt Navarra:  The terms and conditions of TikTok are similar to those of existing social media platforms. As long as you are adding your creative touch by altering, adapting and adding substantially to existing works, there is no reason for concern.
Question 5: How should we choose which new platforms to engage with, among all the new ones?
Matt Navarra: The right new platforms to experiment with depends on each organisation’s context and objectives, but a good rule of thumb in general is to invest 80% of time and budget in approaches that are known to work and 20% in testing and trying new things. Trends that may be particularly interesting in 2021: TikTok, audio content, chat communities using voice, and gaming communities.
Question 6: What is a good starting point for engaging with gaming communities?
Matt Navarra: Familiarise yourself with platforms such as Twitch and Discord and seek to understand the behaviours of their users. Explore the potential for partnerships with influencers that are already established on them.
Question 7: How about LinkedIn and Snapchat? Are there any noteworthy developments concerning them?
Matt Navarra: While newer platforms are stealing the headlines, LinkedIn and Snapchat continue to remain highly relevant as well. The focus of Snapchat has been evolving over recent years, with some interesting developments in relation to AR filters and the dissemination of publisher promoted content. The most important thing about Snapchat, however, is that it caters to a very specific age group. To the extent that you are trying to reach young audiences, you should not neglect it. 
LinkedIn has also been evolving considerably over recent years. Hashtags are now facilitating content discovery, and the platform offers features such as live video and event features and stories. LinkedIn communities are generally more niche and more focused, which makes it very interesting for targeted communication actions, if used appropriately.
Question 8: What new social media platforms and trending content formats does IFRC plan to experiment with in the coming year?
Melis Figanmese: The IFRC aims to experiment with a diversity of new formats for delivering the same key messages to different audience segments.
Question 9: What research needs do the most recent social media industry trends prompt, with regard to the behaviour of social media users?
Rebecca Dredge: Understanding what motivates users to engage in the different social media platforms and how those environments are shaping their feelings deserves further research and will be of interest in the coming year.  
Question 10: What are your tips for developing social media engagement strategies that have a high impact and not only a high reach?
Matt Navarra: Keep in mind what your audiences are most receptive to and deliver your message to them in a variety of formats, on a diversity of channels. The more interesting your content is and the more authenticity your brand’s personality is projecting, the more likely you are to have an impact and trigger behaviour change.
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