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Coping with Online Criticism 

The rapid growth of news media and the online communications sphere means that 
governments, as public agents, are constantly under fire. The internet has the power to enable 
greater transparency, public discourse and accessibility; however, this willingness to share 
also leads to greater vulnerability in the face of destructive accusations and criticism.  

The workshop was moderated by journalist-turned-media coach, Laura Shields, from The 
Media Coach in Brussels. Paul Konsbrück, communications advisor to the prime minister of 
Luxembourg, Xavier Bettel, Martin Spijker, senior advisor at the Public Information and 
Communication Service in the Netherlands and Thibault Lesénécal, head of the Web 
Communication Unit at the European Parliament, all shared their insights on the mechanics of 
dealing with online criticism.   

Paul Konsbrück opened with his theory that communications professionals have lost the 
ability to judge online criticism objectively. Speaking to a room of communications workers, he 
hailed the importance of having 'normal friends' and of stepping out of the bubble to find out 
what we're really talking about. "No one should care about minor criticism," he said. "If only 
300 people are criticising, that would not make a demonstration."  

Having encouraged participants to put things in perspective, Mr Konsbrück reminded them 
that the sheer mass of criticism has increased over the past 20 years: with more media come 
more means of voicing criticism. "Criticism has become a DIY phenomenon," he added. Not 
only has the introduction of new online platforms made criticism more participatory but the 
financial crisis of 2007 has projected a new sense of a moral vacuum from the financial sector 
onto the political world. As such, new discussions about transparency have made life in the 
public eye tougher than ever for politicians. Using the example of German Bundespräsident, 
Christian Wulff, who was seen holidaying with a well-known businessman, Mr Konsbrück 
described how web communication allows stories to multiply far more rapidly. (In this instance, 
Spiegel Online had a new headline relating to the case virtually every hour.) Wulff made one of 
the biggest mistakes in the game by calling an editor-in-chief to stop them publishing the story 
- he ultimately had to step down. 

For Mr Konsbrück there is no such thing as a toolkit for coping with online criticism. He 
advised the audience to learn from experience and never to take online criticism into the 
offline world (e.g. letting a Twitter 'shit-storm' appear on TV). His main 'Dos' are: tone down 
stories but never lie; leave out emotions; take time for follow-up (social media managers may 
not be a priority in public budgets but it is crucial to have people constantly following events as 
using online media should be about more than simply reacting to states of crisis). His main 
'Don'ts' are: don't get personal; don't try to stop criticism - try to manage it instead; don't be 



 

 

afraid of professionals; don't work without spell check (!) and don't call editors to kill stories (à 
la Christian Wulff!).  

 

During the Q&A session, Mr Konsbrück said that in the current period of general 
disillusionment surrounding politics, his team accepts that politics is personal. If you opt to 
reduce budgets for example, it is best to be upfront and tailor explanations to people's 
personal situations.  

Martin Spijker works in a context where Twitter is vital, as Dutch citizens have a constitutional 
right to communicate with their government. Such communication should be a two-way street, 
he says, with a focus on listening to people and starting dialogues. The Public Information and 
Communication Service in the Netherlands regards issuing information about policies as the 
start of a dialogue rather than the end of a discussion. The idea is that if you don't know how to 
reply to someone, you shouldn't be online at all.   

Not one to ignore criticism, Mr Spijker groups online criticism into three levels: personal 
situations; larger common interest groups representing public opinion and organised attacks. 
Personal situations are the most common and pose a lower risk - the trick in this case is to 
start a dialogue, empathise and listen. He advised participants to forward comments to 
policy-makers and to add value by offering factual information. Drawing examples from his 
own work, he said that in response to complaints about compulsory health insurance, he 
would explain the concept of social solidarity and then offer information about the possible 
financial healthcare benefits available.  

Criticism from larger interest groups is less common but comes with a higher risk. In such 
cases he recommends proactive communication: complaints about train delays caused by 
autumn leaf fall have been reduced by communicating 'safety first' warnings and information 
about alternative routes and delays. Organised group attacks are rarer, he said, but pose a 
high political risk. The advice for coping with theses includes: involving policy-makers; being 
transparent and adding a personal touch. Being clear about your role in a situation can help to 
limit damage.  

Thibault Lesénécal deals with online criticism every day as the European Parliament has 
over 2 million Facebook fans. He reminded participants of the varying potential of different 
platforms for inciting criticism, including a warning to "never open the comments on YouTube"! 
Of course, as Mr Lesénécal pointed out, criticism may at times be justified and it is important 
to acknowledge mistakes, apologise and move on.  
Following this advice, he gave a list of 'Dos and Don'ts' shaped by personal experience: 

1 - Have a clear, simple moderation policy which you can refer users to.  

2 - Never feed the troll! Ignore trolls where possible and use Facebook algorithms to boost 
smart comments. The European Parliament is one of few institutions in the world to employ 
this practice, outdoing even The White House.  



 

 

3 - Empower your team! Give a clear mandate for what they can do. The European 
Parliament's social media has a blanket ban on talking about politics.  

4 - Dialogue: don't stop at the first bad word: ask users to reword their comment if it is valid but 
against your moderation policy.  

5 - Have a clear policy for dealing with hate speech/bullying/commercial spam/suicide 
threats/bomb threats.  

6 - Take real care of your team: heavy online trolling takes its toll so it is important to rotate 
roles and provide training so that staff feel empowered.  

7 - Keep surfing - never give up! 


