
 
 

 

Guidance for Swindon Borough Councillors for  

interacting with the Media and for using Social Media 

(first approved by the Standards Committee in January 2020 and reviewed in February 2021) 

 

PART ONE : INTERACTING WITH THE MEDIA 

1. Background 
 
1.1 The role of the Council’s Communications Team is to promote and inform 

residents about Council policies and services and to invite consultation 
responses.  It is essential that all reporting on issues is factual, balanced and 
not politically biased, and that it complies with the Code of Conduct on local 
council publicity issued by the Secretary of State under Section 4 of the Local 
Government Act 1986.  

 
2. Council News Releases 
 
2.1 All news releases and publications issued by the Council should cover the 

Council's policies and services in a clear, concise and positive manner. 
 
2.2 Quotations from elected Members can be included on the following basis: 
 

• That they positively promote the Council's policies and services 
 

• All quotations by Members should be cleared by the appropriate 
Cabinet Member and/or Leader of the Council apart from quotes by the 
Council’s committee chairs. 

 

• Members quoted will always be referred to by name and official title, 
e.g. Cabinet Member for XXX. 

 
2.3 Council publications will feature articles on all Council policies, services and 

events likely to be of current media interest. 
 
2.4 Ministers of State visiting Swindon for an event/support of a Council initiative 

can be featured in Council releases with pictorial support, subject to the 
approval of the relevant Government press office and the Leader of the 
Council. 

 
2.5 Reference to local MPs should only be included in releases when they are 

supporting a specific Council policy or initiative which is relevant to them.  In 
all instances, the relevant Cabinet Member or Leader of the Council should 
agree the release before it is issued.  

 
2.6 Officers should not be quoted in Council news releases, undertake interviews 

or respond to media enquiries without clearance from the Communications 



 
 

Team.  The Communications Team will make every effort to contact the 
relevant Cabinet Member before a decision is made.  

 
 

3. Party Political Group Media Releases 
 
3.1 The Council’s officers are employed by the Council itself and not by political 

groups. Although officers are free to support political causes in their own time 
they are required to remain politically neutral when carrying out their duties.      
Councillors should not therefore use photographs of or comments by officers 
to promote their own causes or profile.  Councillors wishing to use publicity 
material which may feature council officers should first consult with the Chief 
Executive or the Chief Legal Officer.   

 
3.2 The Council’s Communications Team welcomes timely copies of releases 

sent out by the individual political groups for information. 
 
4. Comments by Individual Members 
 
4.1 As a Councillor or a Committee or Sub-Committee Member, Members will 

acquire much information that has not yet been made public and is still 
confidential.  The Council’s Code of Conduct makes clear that it is a breach of 
the Code to disclose such confidences, except in limited instances.  Members 
should never disclose or use confidential information for their personal 
advantage or of anyone known to them, or to the disadvantage or the 
discredit of the Council or anyone else.   

 
4.2 Members will also come across confidential information from sources other 

than the Council.  Members should not make public comment on issues not 
formally in the public domain, such as would bring the Council into disrepute. 

 
4.3 Subject to the above, Councillors are free to make whatever comment they 

may wish in whatever media they choose, but they must ensure the accuracy 
of the comment and are advised to first clear it with their Group.  Any 
quotation should make clear whether it is the Councillor’s own view expressed 
or whether it is a view expressed on behalf of others. 

 
4.4 If a Councillor is misquoted, or his/her views misrepresented, then the 

Member has a responsibility to seek in writing to correct the matter and, if 
appropriate, copy to others affected. 

 
5. Complaints 
 
5.1 If any political group believes that these guidelines have been broken, this 

should first be raised without delay with the Monitoring Officer, who will 
consult as appropriate with the Chief Executive and/or Head of Performance, 
People and Engagement. 

 
PART TWO – SOCIAL MEDIA GUIDANCE FOR COUNCILLORS 

6. Background 



 
 

6.1 Councillors should be as open as possible about the things they do and the 

decisions they make when acting, or appearing to act, in their ‘official’ 

capacity.  Social media is an excellent tool which Councillors can use to 

communicate with residents – not only in getting their own messages ‘out 

there’, but also as a way of constituents getting in touch with them or alerting 

them to a local issue. 

6.2 The use of Social Media does carry with it some pitfalls, however, and 

Councillors should be familiar with these and bear in mind at all times that 

errors when using, or misuse of, social media can have serious implications 

for the Councillor, for the Council, and sometimes for one or more of our 

residents. 

6.3 Once you have published a comment or picture on social media is has 

effectively left your control.  It is almost impossible to retrieve and completely 

delete data once it has been published – it may already have been 

downloaded, copied, edited, manipulated and posted elsewhere (sometimes 

being used in a different context) before you have deleted in from your own 

account. 

7. Ground rules and legal considerations: 

7.1 When you use social media you are ‘publishing’ comments and views and 

other content, and you should take care not to fall foul of the law when you do 

so, even if you are simply responding to another person’s comment or post, or 

are re-tweeting or sharing content already published by someone else. 

7.2 Matters to bear in mind: 

7.2.1 Defamation – if you publish an untrue statement about a person which is 

damaging to their reputation you may have to pay damages. 

7.2.2 Copyright – if you publish – or re-publish – content or information belonging to 

someone else without their permission you could be liable to pay damages to 

the owner of that information. 

7.2.3 Harassment – it is a criminal offence to pursue a campaign against a person if 

it is likely to cause them alarm, harassment or distress.   

7.2.4 Data protection – you must never publish personal information about other 

people, including photographs, without their express permission to do so.  

Where a resident wishes to engage with a Councillor to seek help with a 

problem, they should be encouraged to communicate via private message or 

to email the Councillor’s  @swindon.gov.uk email address.  Where a resident 

inadvertently places their own personal information into the public domain 

when communicating with a Councillor, the Councillor should take immediate 

steps to remove the information and help the resident to identify a private 

method of communication. 

7.2.5 Incitement – it is an offence to incite any person to carry out a criminal act. 



 
 

7.2.6 Discrimination and ‘protected characteristics’ – it is an offence to discriminate 

against anyone based on a protected characteristic (as defined in the Equality 

Act 2010. 

7.2.7 Malicious and obscene communications – it is an offence to send malicious or 

obscene communications. 

8. Additional considerations applicable to elected Members: 

8.1 Bias and Pre-determination – Councillors are of course allowed to have a 

view on certain matters, indeed sometimes they are expected to do so.  

However, if a Councillor airs their strongly held views on social media to the 

extent that they have already made up their mind on a matter upon which they 

are going to be making a decision, this may amount to ‘pre-determination’.  

This can expose the Council to the risk of a legal challenge to that decision.  

This issue is especially important when the Councillor in question is making 

decisions as part of a regulatory committee, eg with responsibility for planning 

or licensing matters.  Decisions could be invalidated and the Councillor could 

face accusations of having brought the Council into disrepute. 

8.2 Equality and discrimination –The Council must comply with the provisions of 

the Equality Act 2010 and must also have due regard to the Public Sector 

Equality Duty (which requires it to eliminate unlawful discrimination, advance 

equality of opportunity and foster good relations).  When acting (or appearing 

to act) in their official capacity, Councillors are required to abide by these 

principles.  If they fail to do so they may be in breach of their Code of Conduct 

and may also expose the Council to challenge and to reputational damage. 

8.3 Electioneering – Council equipment and resources (this includes the use of 

social media on Council mobile devices or IT equipment) should never be 

used for political/campaigning purposes.  Particular care should be taken 

during any pre-election period.  The Electoral Commission periodically 

publishes guidance on this subject, including the requirements to provide a 

return of expenditure on election advertising (which includes online 

advertising). 

8.4 Human Rights – The Human Rights Act 1998 provides that public authorities 

should not interfere with the right of individuals to a private and family life 

without lawful authority to do so and where it is necessary, proportionate, and 

in pursuit of one of the aims set out in Article 8(2) (namely, national security, 

public safety, economic well-being, health or morals, prevention of crime or 

disorder, or protecting others’ rights).  Councillors should be aware that 

observing the use of social media by other people (even on ‘open’ profiles) 

can potentially engage Article 8. 

9. Code of Conduct 

9.1 Councillors may choose to use social media in both an official and personal 

capacity but must remain aware that the public may believe they are acting in 

a different capacity to what the Councillor intended.  Personal and official 



 
 

social media accounts should be kept entirely separate. Any social media 

account which could be linked to a Councillor, even if the Councillor believes it 

is entirely personal, should still meet the standards required under the Code 

of Conduct. Despite the common practice of heading a social media page with 

a statement along the lines of “The views expressed are my own personal 

views and have no connection with my role as Swindon Borough Councillor”, 

this is unlikely to prove adequate if the content of that page fail to meet the 

standard expected and are linked to Council issues. 

9.2 Councillors should also keep alert as to the identity of their ‘friends’ and 

‘followers’ on social media.  If their interactions with and connections to these 

individuals is such that they could be termed a ‘close association’ then there 

will be implications for the Councillor in declaring interests and participating in 

meetings where that person’s well-being or financial position may be affected. 

10 “Netiquette” 

10.1 Councillors will need to be vigilant and regularly monitor their social media for 

defamatory or offensive comments made by others.  Such comments will 

need to be removed without delay.  Allowing them to remain could in itself be 

held to be ‘publishing’ such comments, even though the Councillor 

themselves didn’t actual create or post them.  Similarly, a Councillor may be 

assumed to be endorsing such views or comments, which in itself could 

potentially place them in breach of the Code of Conduct. 

10.2 Councillors should be wary of ‘liking’, ‘sharing’ or ‘re-tweeting’ comments or 

posts made by others as this could be interpreted as endorsing or condoning 

those comments and could also amount to ‘publication’.   

10.3 Councillors are advised that it can sometimes be best to allow a level of 

disagreement, rather than seeking to censor it.  There is no requirement to 

respond to every comment made, however, and heated on-line arguments are 

generally best avoided.  Councillors should endeavour to be respectful and 

polite.  This can be especially important when dealing with those who are 

already irate or not courteous. 

10.4 Councillors are advised to avoid using social media when they are tired or 

angry/upset or their judgment may be otherwise impaired. 

10.5 Councillors should also exercise judgment when thinking about who they 

‘follow’ or become ‘friends’ with on-line.     For example, an on-line ‘friendship’ 

with a Council officer may be seen as inappropriate, and allow third parties to 

question the impartiality of the officer’s advice.  It is also inadvisable to ‘follow’ 

anyone unless you have good reason to do so. Constituents may find this odd 

or uncomfortable (please see also the Human Rights comments above).  

Many Councillors wait to be ‘followed’ before returning the compliment. 

11. Use of Social Media During Committee Meetings 

11.1 Sustained use of a mobile device during meetings can give the wrong 

impression to observers, who may assume that you are taking no interest in 



 
 

the meeting at all.  Where meetings are engaged in important decision-

making, the Council could be exposed to the risk of challenge on the basis 

that Councillors made the decision without listening to all the information.  

Ignoring speakers in a meeting in order to browse on a device may also risk 

an accusation of failing to treat others with respect. 

11.2 Councillors engaged in regulatory decision-making (eg licensing or planning) 

should alert officers as soon as practicable to any lobbying they may receive 

via social media.   

11.3 It is best to use mobile devices sparingly during meetings, however it is 

recognised that there may be occasions when their use may be invaluable – 

texting or emailing information between members during a debate, for 

example. 
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Further reading:- 

Code of recommended practice on local authority publicity : 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file

/5670/1878324.pdf 

Awareness of GDPR/Data Protection Act 2018 obligations and requirements (LGA Guidance: 

https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/The%2BGeneral%2BProtection%2BData%2

BRegulation%2B%28GDPR%29%2B-%2BGuidance%2Bfor%2BMembers.pdf) and Common Law Duty 

of Confidentiality will also be very important whenever using social media. 

LGA Guidance – top tips: https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/comms-

hub-communications-support/digital-communications/social  

LGA social media checklist and guidance for Councillors: https://www.local.gov.uk/our-

support/guidance-and-resources/comms-hub-communications-support/digital-

communications/social-1  

LGA Social Media Do’s and Don’ts: https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-

resources/communications-support/digital-councils/social-media/get-started/dos-and-donts  

LGA corporate guidance: https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/comms-

hub-communications-support/digital-communications-0  

Civility in public life and the LGA review of the model code of conduct:  

 https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/191003%20public%20document%20on%2

0civility%20in%20public%20life%20%28Autosaved%29.pdf  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/5670/1878324.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/5670/1878324.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/The%2BGeneral%2BProtection%2BData%2BRegulation%2B%28GDPR%29%2B-%2BGuidance%2Bfor%2BMembers.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/The%2BGeneral%2BProtection%2BData%2BRegulation%2B%28GDPR%29%2B-%2BGuidance%2Bfor%2BMembers.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/comms-hub-communications-support/digital-communications/social
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/comms-hub-communications-support/digital-communications/social
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/comms-hub-communications-support/digital-communications/social-1
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/comms-hub-communications-support/digital-communications/social-1
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/comms-hub-communications-support/digital-communications/social-1
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/communications-support/digital-councils/social-media/get-started/dos-and-donts
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/communications-support/digital-councils/social-media/get-started/dos-and-donts
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/comms-hub-communications-support/digital-communications-0
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/comms-hub-communications-support/digital-communications-0
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/191003%20public%20document%20on%20civility%20in%20public%20life%20%28Autosaved%29.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/191003%20public%20document%20on%20civility%20in%20public%20life%20%28Autosaved%29.pdf

