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Abstract: For many years now, international organizations (IOs) have not only ‘gone public’ but 
also ‘digital’. With the potential to disseminate information at low cost in an instance, social media 
marks a new asset in this context. Looking at the WHO use of Twitter during the CoViD-19 
pandemic, the paper reconstructs social media self-legitimation practices of an international 
organization in crisis. Under heavy attack from the US for its lack of a strong response, the framing 
of the crisis and the sentiment in which it is communicated reveals how the WHO responded to 
the critique and whether the organization depoliticizes through its tweets. To explore and assess 
how the WHO utilized Twitter, the paper first connects research on IO legitimation in global 
governance with work on social media. Second, it maps out the WHO Twittersphere and its 
institutional and individual accounts that speak on behalf of the organization. Third, the paper 
provides a content analysis on the framing, purpose, and sentiment of tweets as well as the overall 
organizational self-image projected through Twitter. Based on the results of the coding, the paper 
assesses whether and how the WHO used Twitter for self-legitimation and concludes that this 
strategy reflects conscious depoliticization as the organization frames itself as a neutral health 
information provider, bringing its epistemic expertise to the front in light of a foundational crisis.  
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Introduction 
For many years now, intergovernmental organizations (IOs) have not only ‘gone public’ but also 

‘digital’ (Ecker-Ehrhardt, 2020). Whether on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, Tumblr, or 

elsewhere, almost all IOs have established their own social media presence (Twiplomacy, 2018). 

Because of the potential to disseminate information to global audiences at low cost in an instance, 

social media outreach presents itself as an important asset to communicate and legitimate what an 

organization stands for. In other words, through social media, IOs have a new tool at their disposal 

to directly connect to stakeholders, influence public deliberation, signal responsiveness, and 

overall increase their legitimacy. At the same time, however, social media is still new to these 

organizations and, without any guidance or experience in this realm, poses risks. As IOs share their 

narratives, rationales, and reasons for action, they open themselves up to debates on what kind of 

organizations they are and should be. In particular, audiences ‘self-curate’ information they receive 

through liking, following, and sharing specific content in their networks. In other words, while 

providing IOs with means to reach out, social media also enables potentially dangerous discourses 

in which the organization is contested and has to renegotiate its agency and identity. As Nahon 

(2016) puts it, ‘where there is social media, there is politics’. This becomes even more immediate 

in moments of crisis, in which decisions need to be justified to sustain legitimacy (Murthy, 2012).  

The World Health Organization (WHO), courtesy to a global pandemic that uprooted all 

of our lives, found itself in such a crisis last year (Pevehouse, 2020). Challenged in particular by 

the US, the organization was heavily criticized for being ‘too China-friendly’.1 The pandemic and 

the ensuing criticism, arguably, caught the organization off-guard since, considered mostly as a 

technical support unit in the UN family, the WHO prior to the pandemic enjoyed wide international 

support and little politicization (Guisinger and Saunders, 2017). Against this background, I 

approach the WHO and its use of Twitter in this paper to (a) determine which accounts 

authoritatively tweet for the organization, (b) reconstruct how these accounts collectively frame 

organizational agency and identity throughout the crisis, and (c) consider how this reflects 

organizational practices of self-legitimation and whether these overall marks conscious 

depoliticization in light of CoViD-19. To do so, I first connect research on IO legitimation in global 

governance with work on social media (Tallberg and Zürn, 2019; Tallberg et al., 2018; Dingwerth 

 
1  https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/07/07/888186158/trump-sets-date-to-end-who-membership-

over-its-handling-of-virus, last retrieved on June 9th, 2021. 

https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/07/07/888186158/trump-sets-date-to-end-who-membership-over-its-handling-of-virus
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/07/07/888186158/trump-sets-date-to-end-who-membership-over-its-handling-of-virus
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et al., 2014; Zürn et al., 2012; Keohane, 2011). Second, I discuss which organizational accounts 

constitute the WHO Twittersphere and provide a timeline of CoViD-19 related events. Third, I 

introduce a coding scheme focused on crisis framing, purpose and sentiment of tweeting, as well 

as the WHO self-image communicated. Finally, I discuss coding results and, based on those, assess 

the WHO use of Twitter in light of broader discussions on IO legitimacy and digital governance. 

To contextualize the paper, I contend that social media, if committed to the dissemination 

of information and arguments, can be used as a tool to influence what audiences think and feel 

about otherwise abstract organizations. Following Barbera and Zeitzoff (2018), I consider social 

media to be constitutive in determining global public(s) and engaging them in discourses. Social 

media in this light can be understood as an opportunity to initiate and maintain deliberation and 

bestow legitimacy to ones actions (Nahon, 2016). In other words, social media is an outlet for 

organizational self-legitimation and became more important as such over the last couple of years. 

On the other hand, social media and its use by IOs poses certain risks. In light of a pressing crisis, 

an organization might present a streamlined image of itself, limit the amount of social media 

engagement, and shut down or even deliberately mislead public deliberation (Chadwick, 2013; 

Morozov, 2011). Arguably, such a strategy would not embrace the full potential of social media 

and could back-fire when a crisis is perceived to be a fundamental challenge (Hofferberth, 2020). 

Connecting this broader discussion of social media to IR and the study of IOs, 

communication on Twitter provides an important source to understand IOs and the narratives with 

which they ‘go public’. As these organizations continue to expand their social media presence and 

produce more and more information, scholars interested in IOs have new digital ground to cover. 

Becoming aware of the very nature of social media, its potential to fabricate organizational self-

legitimation, as well as the fact that audiences actively engage with and appropriate meaning, helps 

to better understand these actors. Focused so far mostly on state actors and how they shape and 

practice international politics and public diplomacy (Jackson, 2019), it is important to also 

recognize IOs as ‘digital global governors’. As Bjola and Zaiotti (2020b: 295-298) suggest, it is 

important for IR to rethink IOs in the digital age. This will help us better understand the crises 

these actors find themselves in and how they use social media to construct their legitimacy. 

Recognizing both the potential and the risks of social media, I argue that the self-images created 

digitally determine whether an IO will be considered legitimate or not in the eyes of global public. 

To assess these images thus becomes an important task for the study of IOs in IR and beyond. 
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International Organizations, Self-Legitimation, and Social Media 
Just like any other global governor, IOs are ‘subjects of ongoing legitimation’ within their broader 

social environments as they depend on acceptance and recognition from different stakeholder 

(Deephouse and Suchman, 2008: 54). Even more so, in light of diverse expectations, ‘cultivating 

support’ from different constituencies – including nation states as principals but also public and 

civil society actors as well as those directly affected by IO decisions (Dingwerth et al., 2014: 168-

170) – is a sine qua non for IOs in world politics. In other words, IOs have to constantly reach out 

to their environment and to different groups within to justify their existence, explain actions, and 

restate their responsibilities and (global) mandates as they otherwise remain ‘unfinished political 

projects’ (Koch, 2015; Barnett and Finnemore, 2004b). As Tallberg and Zürn (2019: 3) further 

argue, legitimacy rests in the “beliefs of audiences that an IO’s authority is appropriately 

exercised”. Legitimacy in this light can thus be thought of as a fluid and scarce resource: While it 

is needed to maintain and extend authority to develop rules and norms in global governance, any 

organization can lose it if it fails to provide what it was meant to deliver or does not communicate 

and justify particular action as stakeholders scrutinize it (Gronau and Schmidtke, 2016: 539-542).  

Against the notion that legitimacy can be claimed by an organization but that such claims 

need to resonate with its audience(s), IO legitimacy equally stems from deeds and from words. 

While substantially depending on congruency between prevailing norms of one’s constituencies 

and one’s action (i.e., doing what states and others expect IOs to do), legitimacy also procedurally 

rests on responding to and addressing concerns of different stakeholders (i.e., justifying IO action). 

Discussed by Scholte and Tallberg (2018: 62-65) as performance and procedure, legitimacy thus 

rests on the ways IOs are perceived to produce and deliver as well as on the ways IOs are perceived 

to communicate themselves. Consequentially, fully living up to the purpose an organization had 

been created for in the first place and ‘delivering effectively’ without communicating so does not 

lead stakeholders to perceive the organization as a legitimate global governor. Likewise, self-

legitimation through rhetoric only cannot sustain legitimacy if an IO does not, at least to some 

extent, address the problems for which it has been created. Different stakeholders arguably seek 

either more input than output legitimacy or the other way around. Collectively, however, both 

dimensions matter for IOs and need to sustain each other mutually. Ultimately, as relationally 

produced between IOs and their stakeholders, perceptions of legitimacy come from “the substance 

of the rule or from the procedure or source by which it was constituted” (Hurd, 1999: 381). 
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As a consequence of these two dimensions of legitimacy and the importance to influence 

perception, IOs are engaged in self-legitimation practices and, in particular, have adopted 

communication strategies to signal responsiveness to stakeholder expectations and deliberation 

(Dingwerth et al., 2014: 180-185; see also Ecker-Ehrhardt, 2018a). Practiced as ‘public diplomacy’ 

and ‘information policy’, establishing legitimacy through picking up on stakeholder expectations 

and shaping the beliefs of those in which name the IO governs, in fact, has become critically 

important for organizations. As Hurd (2019: 717) recently argued, “[f]rom the point of view of the 

organization […], legitimacy is a useful property worth cultivating, defending, and deploying”. 

Against this backdrop, IOs have a vested interest in self-legitimation and, by providing reason and 

justification for their action (or non-action), intend to shape the beliefs of relevant stakeholders 

(Tallberg and Zürn, 2019). Self-legitimation efforts intended to reach broad(er) audiences become 

“observable when international institutions’ representatives engage in proactive communication, 

in which they justify institutional identity and purpose on the basis of social norms” (Gronau and 

Schmidtke, 2016: 541). Arguably, such ‘going public’ has become just as relevant as substantial 

action and perceived appropriateness thereof in the IOs’ quest for legitimacy. Evidently, IOs have 

become more strategic about it and scholars of international organizations discovered this as a 

newly emerging research agenda (Ecker-Ehrhardt, 2018a: 2-4; see also Hurd, 2019). 

In the most recent iteration of ‘going public’, IOs have embraced social media to directly 

reach out to their constituencies and stakeholder. While still in a rather early, and to some extent 

experimental stage, almost all IOs today have established a social media presence, hoping to use 

this to “effectively raise public awareness for global problems, publicly shame governments for 

not complying with international commitments, or teach norms and knowledge to citizens” (Ecker-

Ehrhardt, 2020: 21; see also Twiplomacy, 2018).2 More specifically, for outreach and 

organizational self-legitimation, social media has been recognized as “a positive force in 

supporting communication with constituents” (Ross and Bürger, 2014: 48). However, the adaption 

and use of social media for self-legitimation, just like engaging ‘traditional media’, represents an 

ongoing process of trial and error and organizational learning. IO social media teams for example 

need to decide which channels they use, whether they use them in different ways, and how to 

balance authenticity and immediacy of communication against a more centralized, streamlined 

 
2  As anecdotal evidence, the main UN account (@UN) was created in March 2008 and now has 13.4 million 

followers (Bouchard, 2020), while @WHO followed in April 2008, just two years after Twitter was launched. 
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narrative. Within the UN, for example, the Department of Global Communication coordinates all 

activities on social media, including multiple Facebook pages (14), Twitter accounts (23), and 

YouTube channels (5) in addition to presences on Flickr, Pinterest, Tumblr, Instagram, LinkedIn, 

Snapchat, and Medium (Bouchard, 2020: 104; for media engagement broadly see Crossette, 2007). 

Against such a proliferation of different channels, “social media adoption in organizations 

is outpacing [our] empirical understanding of the use of these technologies and our theories about 

why they may alter various organizational processes” in a rather dramatic fashion (Treem and 

Leonardi, 2016: 144). This is specifically true for the field of IR, were research on social media 

and IOs is still at a rather early stage (Bjola and Zaiotti, 2020a: 3).This constitutes an important 

lacuna in our understanding of IOs as these actors are increasingly scrutinized by global publics. 

Facing a much higher pressure to provide justification for their decisions as well as their decision-

making procedures, IOs in recent waves of populist sentiments have been criticized for being 

distant, elitist, technocratic, and anti-democratic, as well as for not acting in the interest of member 

states or global society but in their own (Pevehouse, 2020: 193-194; Barnett and Finnemore, 

1999b). Even ‘technical’ IOs increasingly run the risk of getting entangled in contentious politics 

as different stakeholders advance different expectations and thereby put political pressure on the 

organization and its actions. Taken together, increasing politicization driven by more vocal 

criticism and a more exposed role in global governance pushes IOs “to engage in strategic 

communication in order to manage legitimacy” and social media potentially plays an important 

role in this (Ecker-Ehrhardt, 2020: 29; Zürn et al., 2012).  

One advantage of social media over traditional media, at least from the perspective of an 

organization, is the higher degree of control it has over content. While this does not put the 

organization ‘fully in charge’ of the ensuing narrative(s) – different audiences appropriate different 

meaning in response to information shared – IOs at least control the initial message sent. Thus, we 

would expect (and indeed see empirically) an embrace of social media by IOs. This embrace, 

however, despite the interactive and dynamic nature of social media, in which the organization 

produces content but the audience decides whom to follow and what to share, remains often limited 

to unidirectional, one-way communication (i.e. where IOs are in charge) instead of dialogical, two-

way communication (i.e. where audiences are actively involved) (Hofferberth, 2020). Controlling 

the narrative in this fashion, social media still features characteristics that make it preferable for 

an organization to take advantage of it and engage in self-legitimation. More specifically, research 



Hofferberth – WHO Twittersphere 

-6- 
 

on political communication in contested and politicized contexts such as elections campaigns and 

global conferences has elaborated two mutually related, reinforcing features of social media when 

it comes to self-legitimation (Hopke and Hestres, 2018; Thelwall and Cugelman, 2017; Usherwood 

and Wright, 2017; Gervais, 2015; Ross and Bürger, 2014): 

• Social media is instantaneous and direct. It establishes an immediate connection 
between the organization and its audience without delay or filter. There is virtually no 
limit such as airtime or space and new content can be produced in the blink of a tweet.  

• Social media is efficient and impactful. Given its cultural prevalence, low costs, and 
the potential to reach broad if not global audiences, social media significantly expands 
the ability of any organization to influence public relations and increase its visibility.  

While both characteristics define social media in general, Twitter features particularly high degrees 

of connectivity and impact (or at least the potential thereof). Indeed, Twitter and its brevity, 

conciseness, and immediacy amplifies the characteristics and effects of social media and, as a 

sociocultural phenomenon, in many ways epitomizes new ways of communication (Murthy, 2012). 

Tweets have become “common means of sharing opinions and updates for individuals as well as 

for business, governments and nongovernmental organizations” (Denskus and Esser, 2013: 405). 

Instant message updates, hashtags and retweets, the ability to directly address other users and share 

hyperlinks, the embedding of further media (images, videos, etc.) as well as the restrictive 

character limitation, explain why this micro-blogging application, in particular, became so 

successful. It also explains why Twitter is used in personal as well as public communication. In 

fact, Twitter has become the “most used social media application in official public relations, 

advertising, and marketing campaigns” (Lovejoy et al., 2012: 313; see also Usherwood and 

Wright, 2017).3 Against this backdrop, Twitter plays an important role in organizational self-

legitimation. More practically, IOs invest into their Twitter account(s) and, if not in terms of 

quality engagement at least in terms of frequency, are active on Twitter. In other words, tweets are 

constantly sent and project organizational agency and identity – collectively, they represent what 

an organization is about and what it does (Duncombe, 2017). While advanced in a self-presenting 

logic of branding, tweets reflect attempts to legitimate what an organization does and what it stands 

for. While sent out deliberately and strategically, tweets express organizational claims of 

procedural legitimacy as they carry narratives which, in appropriation by others, provide a direct 

window into the organization (Anderson, 2018).  

 
3  See https://www.similarweb.com/top-websites for a detailed ranking of social media websites.  

https://www.similarweb.com/top-websites
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Tweeting through the Pandemic: The WHO Twittersphere & CoViD-19 
Given its mandate to educate the public about global health issues, the WHO became active in 

various social media outlets during the late 2000s (Guidry et al., 2017). Hosting a presence on 

Twitter, Facebook, Google+, YouTube, Instagram, LinkedIn, Storify, foursquare, Vine, Ello, and 

Periscope, the organization understands its role in social media health communication broadly and 

recognizes the need “to keep abreast of changes and identify areas of improvement, such as using 

more visuals, pictures and infographics to simplify information, tell better stories, and create a fast 

but lasting impact”.4 When it comes to Twitter, there are several accounts, both institutional and 

individual, which are recognized by the organization to reflect the real-world WHO structure in its 

Twittersphere This includes the main account (@WHO) with the largest number of followers and 

six accounts of regional offices (@WHO_Europe, @WHOAFRO, @WHOWPRO, @pahowho, 

@WHOEMRO, @WHOSEARO). These accounts are institutional in the sense that they do not 

feature identifiable individuals. In other words, each account is permanent and carries a certain 

weight as it represents the WHO, at large or regionally. While these accounts are expected to 

speak authoritatively for the organization, individual accounts exist as well and potentially ‘tweet 

more freely’. In terms of senior leadership, this includes WHO Director-General Dr. Tedros 

(@DrTedros), Executive Director for External Relations and Governance Jane Ellison 

(@JaneEllison), Executive Director for the WHO Health Emergency Programme Mike Ryan 

(@DrMikeRyan), and WHO Chief Scientist Dr. Soumya Swaminathan (@doctorsoumya.5 In 

addition, regional directors, if active on Twitter, were considered as well. This includes Matshidiso 

Rebecca Moeti (Regional Director for Africa), Carissa F. Etienne (Regional Director for the 

Americas), Hans Kluge (Regional Director for Europe), and Takeshi Kasai (Regional Director for 

the Western Pacific). Arguably, these individual accounts speak for the WHO as well, since the 

respective user is well-aware of her or his public role due to their exposed position within the 

organization. They are, however, not immediately tied to the WHO and, in some cases, were active 

on Twitter before assuming their position. Together with the seven institutional accounts, the eight 

individual accounts define the virtual space of the WHO Twittersphere as reflected in Table 1.6 

 
4  See https://www.who.int/communicating-for-health/functions/social-media/en/, last retrieved on June 9th, 2021. 
5  See https://www.who.int/director-general/who-headquarters-leadership-team, last retrieved on June 9th, 2021. 

Note that Deputy Director-General Dr. Zsuzsanna Jakab was not active on Twitter in 2020 and Executive Director 
Jane Ellison only sent 45 tweets of which two originate from the time periods considered (see below). 

6  I am aware that this captures only the ‘second face’ of the WHO and that states and their representatives (first 
face) as well as non-state actors (third face) contribute to the WHO Twittersphere (Weiss et al., 2009: 125-129). 

https://www.who.int/communicating-for-health/functions/social-media/en/
https://www.who.int/director-general/who-headquarters-leadership-team
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Given the unprecedented nature of the pandemic and the pressure to respond, these WHO accounts 

tweeted, albeit with variation in frequency, on CoViD-19 throughout 2020. In fact, approximately 

55-60% of all tweets across these accounts mentioned the pandemic either directly or framed the 

issue at hand through CoViD-19 (see below). Whether coordinated in an organizational 

communication strategy or not, these accounts collectively express how the WHO framed the 

crisis, which aspects of the crisis it focused on, which audience(s) it intended to address, and how 

it presented itself throughout (Brown, 2020). Reaching millions of followers in an instance – 

@WHO alone has 9.4 million followers and @DrTedros 1.4 million respectively – tweets sent out 

in light of the pandemic carried weight in terms of self-legitimation. More specifically, the tweets 

collectively reflect to what extent the WHO embraced the politics of CoViD or remained 

committed to its role as a specialized health agency. Studying the WHO Twittersphere in light of 

the crisis is specifically revealing, since it did not mark a scandal the WHO chose to address but 

rather cut right to the core of what the organization is and what it does (Johnson, 2020: 151-153). 

In fact, CoViD-19 and the organizational response to it became a focal point of contestation in 

terms of perceiving and assessing the WHO and its preparedness for future pandemics as the 

organization came under scrutiny to a degree it had not experienced before (Hanrieder, 2021). 

Against these dynamics, individual and institutional accounts, willingly or not, engaged in self-

legitimation to restore, sustain, or potentially even expand organizational authority.  

Tweet Selection & Coding Schema 

Within the scope of this project, analyzing all tweets from the accounts listed since the outbreak 

of CoViD was neither feasible nor required to provide insights into the WHO Twittersphere. To 

Institutional Total Tweets in 2020 Individual Total Tweets in 2020 

@WHO 
@WHO_Europe 
@WHOAFRO 
@WHOWPRO 

@pahowho 
@WHOEMRO 
@WHOSEARO 

12,190 
2,631 
2,006 
3,400 
2,803 
1,412 
4,007 

@DrTedros 
@JaneEllison 

@DrMikeRyan 
@doctorsoumya 

@hans_kluge 
@MoetiTshidi 
@takeshi_kasai 

@DirOPSPAHO 

5,696 
45 
108 

2,770 
592 
682 
453 

1,570 

Table 1: The WHO Twittersphere 
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organize the selection of tweets and provide a manageable sample, an event-driven timeline was 

developed. This timeline includes noteworthy developments within the WHO such as the meeting 

of the World Health Assembly as well as events which happened outside the organization but 

immediately affected the WHO, such as the withdrawal announcement of the US. In other words, 

following Denskus and Esser (2013) to narrow done Twitter data by focusing on specific events 

in real-world diplomacy, the timeline includes critical moments in which the WHO faced explicit 

scrutiny and backlash as well as had the opportunity to address the crisis broadly. This focus not 

only includes a majority of tweets as the WHO was more likely to reach out. It also produces a 

selection of tweets in which questions of self-legitimation and depoliticization can best be assessed 

since the stakes were high. Overall, as shown in Table 2, I designated seven periods of different 

lengths throughout 2020 promising insights in how the WHO tweeted throughout the crisis.7  

 

 
7  The WHO response timeline, https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/interactive-

timeline, last retrieved on June 9th, 2021, as well as media coverage of the pandemic were used to identify relevant 
events, developments, and dates.  

Dates  Event Total 
Tweets 

CoViD 
Tweets 

December 31st, 2019 to 
January 31st, 2020  

First reference & declaration of public 
health emergency of international concern 2,161 843  

March 26th, 2020 to 
April 10th, 2020 

Director-General addressing G20 & first 
explicit criticism of Trump administration 2,401 1,874 

May 18th, 2020 to 
May 31st, 2020 

73rd World Health Assembly &  
announcement of US withdrawal 1,935 1,153 

July 6th, 2020 to 
July 10th, 2020 

US notification to UN Secretary-General  
of its withdrawal from the WHO 548 354 

September 15th, 2020 to 
October 10th, 2020 

WHO outreach during 75th UN General 
Assembly & Executive Board session 3,415 1,633 

October 25th, 2020 to 
October 30th, 2020 2020 World Health Summit  635 333 

November 30th, 2020 to 
December 7th, 2020 

UN General Assembly Special Session 
on CoViD-19 pandemic response  939 520 

Table 2: Crisis Timeline, Tweets Collected & Tweets Analyzed 

https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/interactive-timeline
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/interactive-timeline
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Beginning with a one-month period between December 31st, 2019 as the first reference to 

a ‘viral pneumonia’ through the initial WHO risk assessment on January 14th, 2020, and a first 

WHO mission to Wuhan leading to the declaration of a public health emergency of international 

concern (PHEIC), the WHO's highest level of alarm, on January 31st, 2020, the first period reflects 

the initial engagement with and early sense-making of CoViD-19. Next, tweets in light of the 

Director-General addressing the G20 on March 26th to the first explicit criticism (and threat) of 

President Trump during a coronavirus taskforce briefing on April 7th were considered. Third, the 

73rd World Health Assembly in May 2020 gave a stage to the WHO to discuss the crisis. This 

period was extended to include the May 29th announcement of the Trump administration to leave 

the WHO, claiming that the organization caved to pressure from China “to mislead the world when 

the virus was first discovered by Chinese authorities”, stating further that “China has total control 

over the World Health Organization, despite only paying $40 million per year compared to what 

the United States has been paying, which is approximately $450 million a year.”8 Fourth, and 

following up on the US announcement to leave the WHO, tweets around July 6th, 2020 – the day 

when the US officially notified the UN Secretary-General of their withdrawal – were considered. 

The fifth and the sixth period covered the WHO outreach during the 75th UN General Assembly 

and the 2020 World Health Summit respectively, in which the WHO called on world leaders to 

increase and coordinate their efforts to fight CoViD. Finally, the first week in December was 

considered since the UN General Assembly held a Special Session on the global CoViD-19 

pandemic response and directly brought in the WHO to engage with world leaders.  

The approximate 12,000 tweets listed in Table 2, including retweets but screened to only 

include tweets in English, Spanish, and French, account for 30% of all WHO tweets throughout 

2020 (total sample size n = 40,365 tweets). They thus constitute a relevant sample of the overall 

WHO Twittersphere. With almost 70% coming from institutional accounts, these are overall more 

present than the individual within the WHO Twittersphere, @DrTedros (and the social media team 

behind him) being the exception accounting for 15% of the total tweets. Tweets sent out in light 

of the events discussed above were collected using Twitter’s application programming interface 

(API) and screened for whether they mentioned the pandemic either directly or framed the issue 

 
8  https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-actions-china, last retrieved 

on June 9th, 2021. 

https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/remarks-president-trump-actions-china
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at hand through CoViD-19.9 As already stated above, approximately 55-60% of all tweets across 

the accounts did, leaving me with 6,800 tweets.10 Out of these, I coded a random sample of 50% 

for each handle in a qualitative content analysis in order to make sense of the large amount of data 

(Schreier, 2012). Individual tweets were interpreted as “artefacts of social communication” and 

considered in terms of their words, meaning, and framing (Berg and Lune, 2012: 353). More 

specifically, tweets were coded in the categories of crisis framing, purpose, sentiment, spirit, and 

the projected WHO self-image. Table 3 provides an overview on the coding scheme which was 

initially developed deductively and then refined through ongoing engagement with the material.11 

 

 
9  In contrast to other social media platforms, Twitter provides comprehensive access to its data through its API. 

Tweets in languages other than English, Spanish, French, and German were not considered, reducing the total 
sample by approximately another 150 tweets. As to retweets, accounting for almost 50% for some accounts, these 
were included in the sample since they represent a conscious choice of the user (i.e., which content is shared). 

10  The ‘positivity rate’ of CoViD tweets obviously varied throughout 2020 with few tweets early in January (about a 
third) but increasingly throughout, peaking for the second time period in March/April (about 80%). I am indebted 
to my graduate research assistant Perla Farias, who screened all tweets and thereby created the overall sample. 

11  Further coding included targeted audience, language and media attachments of each tweet. Since this reflects 
formal coding and is not immediately relevant for this project, I will not further discuss findings in this regard.  

Categories Dimensions 

Framing of Tweet 

Health Crisis 
Crisis of Politics 

Socio-Economic Crisis 
 (Mis-)Information Crisis 

No Explicit Crisis Framing 

Purpose of Tweet 

Discussion & Value Statement 
Call for Collective Action 
Call for Individual Action 

Pandemic Update 
Personal Education 

Recognition & Appreciation 
Announcement & Information 

Sentiment of Tweet Factual / Emotional 

Spirit of Tweet Cooperative / Neutral / Confrontational 

WHO Image in Tweet Positive / Neutral / Negative / Not addressed 

Table 3: Coding Scheme 
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In terms of how the WHO framed the crisis, the project coded whether the organization read it as 

a health crisis, a crisis of politics, a socio-economic crisis, or a crisis of (mis-)information. This is 

important since each reading implies a different role for the WHO to play and hence assumes and 

projects organizational legitimacy in different ways. Tweets in this category were coded in one 

dimension only, reflecting the primary framing of the crisis. An emphasis on the health dimension 

of the crisis expresses an unwillingness to connect the pandemic to broader, potentially more 

controversial issues such as multilateralism, human rights, or social justice. On the flipside, 

emphasizing the political dimension of the pandemic indicates a willingness to engage in 

contentious discussions, leading in turn to higher degrees of politicization (Ecker-Ehrhardt, 

2018b). Doing so, the WHO would leave behind its organizational comfort zone and discuss 

CoViD in terms of failing multilateralism, nationally motivated travel and trade restrictions, or the 

debates on ‘mask’ and ‘vaccination diplomacy’ (Wong, 2020). The third dimension reflects a 

broader WHO commitment to social and economic issues, calling for a holistic approach for 

CoViD. Framing the crisis as such would also relate the WHO to other organizations and partners 

(Hanrieder, 2021). In the fourth dimension – CoViD as a (mis-)information crisis – the WHO, 

using its expert knowledge and scientific facts (Barnett and Finnemore, 2004a: 173-174), has to 

respond to an ‘infodemic’ and provide recommendations and best practices for its audience(s). 

Taken together, the respective salience and frequency for each framing indicates how the WHO 

understands its own role in the crisis and presents (as well as limits) its own authority within. 

Presented as a health crisis or with no explicit frame as the residual category, the WHO would 

express a reluctance to engage in politics (Louis and Maertens, 2021). Focusing on the politics and 

socio-economic impacts, on the other hand, would reflect the organization’s desire to expand its 

authority beyond being a mere ‘technical’ organization in a governance area of ever-greater 

complexity as and embrace the politics that arguably define the field (Holzscheiter et al., 2016). 

The purpose of each tweet was coded in terms of whether it represented a discussion 

statement, a call for collective or individual action, a pandemic update, personal education, 

recognition or an announcement, respectively an information update. These dimensions reflect 

whether a tweet is committed to engage followers in debate or shut down discourse (Lovejoy et 

al., 2012). Given the shortness of tweets, each was coded in one dimension only – a tweet either 

represents (more of) a discussion statement, (more of) a call for action, or (more of) an 

announcement. Discussion statements featured arguments that audiences can relate to and either 
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confirm or contest.12 To qualify as a call for collective action, tweets needed to express an 

immediate request for governments or other IOs to act upon. Calls for individual action, on the 

other hand, expressed the need to change one’s behavior in light of CoViD and follow particular 

guidelines. Next, pandemic updates shared broader trajectories on the state of the crisis, often 

framed in medical terms, whereas personal education, not unlike calls for individual action, 

targeted individuals and expressed the need to educate. Finally, recognitions and announcements 

marked the uncontested, non-political dissemination of events, publications, recognition of donors 

or new staff, and new programs (Smith and Gallicano, 2015: 84-85). While all relevant, discussion 

statements and calls for collective action indicate value-driven commitment and organizational 

willingness to engage in politics, whereas updates, personal education, recognition and sharing 

information, specifically non-controversial, potentially trivial news or repeating the same message 

over and over, was considered as an indicator of depoliticization (Anderson, 2018: 33-34).  

As to the sentiment of tweets, I coded whether the language of a tweet appealed to its 

audience in factual or emotional terms. Tweets were coded as factual if they reflected moderate 

language and remained factual, neutral, and sober. They were coded as emotional on the other 

hand if they contained expressive and affectual language, marking a colorful and charged message 

full of strong feeling and indicating willingness to ‘step up the tone’. Overall, a factual approach 

can be read as an attempt to establish WHO authority in the rational-legal logic of a bureaucracy, 

seeking to keep its distance to its stakeholders, understanding the very distance as a capacity in 

health governance (McInnes, 2015: 1308-1312). Given the comprehensive nature of the crisis and 

the fact that it continues to affect all of us in deep fashion, on the other hand, emotional appeals 

and empathy would present the WHO as a caring and humane organization. It would also mark an 

communication strategy attempting to capitalize on the nature and dynamics of social media to 

personalize and connect to the feelings of one’s audience(s) (Guidry et al., 2017). 

In similar terms, the spirit of each tweet was coded whether it was presented in a 

cooperative, neutral, or aggressive tone. This dimension reflected the approach of the WHO on 

how to relate to other global governors and partners broadly (i.e., whether it called out other actors, 

remained diplomatic throughout, or even actively sought out and valued partnerships). A 

commitment to remaining cooperative expressed a recognition of delegated and shared authority 

 
12  Simply put, anything that reflected an expressed opinion fell under this code. This included the sharing of ‘facts’ 

as long as (a) the facts were contested or (b) the author presented them in an argumentative fashion.  



Hofferberth – WHO Twittersphere 

-14- 
 

vis-à-vis its member states and others, sustaining the principal-agent logic of intergovernmental 

organizations in network governance (Barnett and Finnemore, 2004a: 171-172). In other words, it 

confirmed metagovernance norms of seeking partnerships and collaboration in health governance 

(Pantzerhielm et al., 2020). Becoming more aggressive in its tweets, on the other hand, would 

indicate not only that the crisis is being politicized but also that the WHO is willing to be part of 

this politicization and become more ‘committed’ in its messaging, deriving its authority not from 

staying out of conflict but engaging heads-on (Hanrieder, 2021). 

Fifth and finally, the overall WHO image conveyed in each tweet was coded. This included 

a range from positive, and as such affirmative, to neutral or not referenced, to negative and critical. 

Affirmative tweets included appreciations of WHO efforts and praise for what the organization is 

doing. It also includes efforts to strengthen the WHO to place the organization at the center of 

global health governance (Holzscheiter et al., 2016). Negative tweets, on the other hand, include 

critical remarks on what the WHO does (or did not do) as well as challenges towards and explicit 

reservations articulated by the organization itself towards its mandate. Finally, presenting the 

organization in neutral terms or not referencing it at all can be considered as a strategy to not 

openly commit and risk politicizing WHO. As such, whether PR or not, shared self-images can 

confirm or even broaden the organizational mandate. It is thus a proactive form of self-

legitimation, whereas tweets presenting the WHO in negative terms would confirm critics of the 

organization and push it towards accepting a subordinate role. Against this scheme and selection 

of tweets, the next section presents and discusses results from the coding.  

Results & Discussion 

This section summarizes the findings for all tweets included in the sample and thus provides a 

window into the WHO Twittersphere during CoViD-19. To begin with, across individual and 

institutional accounts, the crisis as such is prevalent. As shown in Figure 1, 56% of both 

institutional and individual tweets either directly addressed or at least referenced CoViD in light 

of other topics (e.g., other diseases and how the fight against them is affected by CoViD). While 

there is no difference between institutional and individual accounts when it comes to the respective 

presence of CoViD in the sample, regional and individual differences remain. @WHO_Europe for 

example addressed CoViD only in 45% of their tweets, whereas the WHO Western Pacific 

Regional Office (@WHOWPRO), which includes China, tweets about CoViD in two out of three 

messages. Similarly, for the individual accounts, @doctorsoumya referenced CoViD in only 47% 



Hofferberth – WHO Twittersphere 

-15- 
 

of her tweets, while @takeshi_kasai tweeted about CoViD in 77% of his messages. Those 

differences aside, the WHO Twittersphere resonates with CoViD as the official account, its leading 

individuals, regional offices, and their directors addressed it frequently throughout 2020. 

 

In terms of framing the crisis, it should be noted first that announcements of press briefings, 

releases of other media, and in particular repetitive sharing of statistics on CoViD, explain the fact 

that more than a third of all institutional tweets do not provide an explicit frame of the crisis. For 

individual accounts, this number is even higher with almost 50%. As such, WHO tweets mostly 

remain indeterminate when it comes to CoViD as they share statistics, health guidelines, and best 

practices but no particular frame to connect all of this. Focusing on those tweets which reflect an 

explicit take on CoViD-19, the pandemic is mostly framed as a health crisis, specifically during 

the early periods of the sample. Frames of CoViD as a political crisis in need of better leadership 

and decision-making or as a socio-economic crisis to be addressed holistically, on the other hand, 

remain limited. In other words, there is little willingness to engage in ‘pandemic politics’, neither 

in terms of global solidarity and multilateralism nor in domestic contexts in terms of equity, race, 

and health access. Presenting the crisis in such a fashion can be read as attempt by the WHO to 

indicate that its core health expertise and competencies are sufficient to prevail. It seems almost as 

if the WHO is following a depoliticizing script throughout the crisis as it focuses on health and 

refrains from providing a broader crisis frame or common themes (Louis and Maertens, 2021).  
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Figure 1: CoViD ‘Positivity Rate’ in Sample Tweets 
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Granted, framing a novel virus that killed 1.89 million people in 2020 alone as a health crisis does 

not come as a surprise, specifically for an organization dedicated to furthering global public health 

(Hanrieder, 2021). However, it should be noted that the predominant health framing, together with 

the otherwise indeterminate non-framing, arguably downplays the political mandate and 

leadership of the WHO in the crisis, with many tweets featuring health statistics and guidelines 

but little recognition of the need for better leadership, more inclusive multilateralism, or a stronger 

WHO willing to take a more holistic approach. Given that there is no distinct difference between 

institutional and individual accounts, this seems to apply for the WHO Twittersphere as such. Even 

if one adds the notion of an ‘infodemic’ to the picture, distinct and decisive framings that would 

call for a more active and comprehensive mandate to address CoViD are lacking. In other words, 

the WHO did not frame the CoViD as a crisis in need to address more than its health dimension, 

even though many politicians, pundits, and even scholars kept (over-)stating the novel and 

disruptive nature of the virus and the high stakes of addressing it (Freyberg-Inan, 2021: 5-6).  

Corresponding with the lack of framing and also not surprisingly, the WHO is not vested 

into a single purpose in terms of how it uses Twitter. As shown in Figure 3, the majority of tweets, 

both institutional and individual, are committed to providing information (21-23%), public health 

updates (11-21%), and educating the audience in terms of individual health measures (9-16%). 

These three dimensions taken together, it should be noted, reflect rather trivial tweets, such as the 
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Figure 2: CoViD Framing in the Sample Tweets 
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continuous announcements of press briefings without further specification or constant reminders 

on best practices for individual behavior and hygiene (e.g., how to wear a mask and how to wash 

one’s hands). What is not prominent in the sample are calls on nation states to work together and 

combat the pandemic, pool resources, or strengthen the WHO. In fact, at least for the institutional 

accounts, responsibility to solve the crisis is being individualized as we see more tweets addressing 

individual hygiene than collective governance. Additionally, only 19% (institutional), respectively 

27% (individual) of all tweets express strong values and the willingness to deliberate these. That 

said, even within that number, there were few contentious discussions such as explicit tweets on 

the US, China, or their ongoing disagreements on CoViD for example. Instead, there was a smaller 

subset of tweets recognizing achievements of countries and their leadership, including in particular 

China as well as civil society and distinct individuals. While considered as discussion statements, 

these did not argue for a sustained role of the WHO or the importance of the organization. Given 

that such tweets on contentious issues would have reflected a WHO willing to step out of its 

organizational comfort zone, overall discursive engagement remains limited and the organization 

does not exhaust Twitter as a means of political deliberation and mobilization. By and large, the 

WHO creates its Twittersphere on CoViD without recognizing the contentious nature of the crisis 

and the lack of collective action in response (Hofferberth, 2020; Anderson, 2018). 
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Figure 3: Purpose in the Sample Tweets 
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Comparing institutional to individual accounts in more depth, however, it should be pointed out 

that there seems to be a division of labor. More specifically, the institutional accounts provide 

more public pandemic updates and personal education as well as feature more announcements and 

information. In other words, the institutional accounts collectively approach CoViD as a health 

service and education provider. Consequentially, their tweeting remains more trivial, distanced, 

and neutral (see below). The individual accounts, on the other hand, more willingly engage in 

recognition and appreciation of WHO partners and member states’ governments and also express 

more value statements to engage in discussion. This larger number of ‘discussion tweets’ is 

specifically prominent in the sample of @DrTedros. As Director-General, he in particular seems 

to be willing to play a more proactive role to reach out to member states and discuss issues such 

as multilateralism, global responsibility, and solidarity in response to the crisis. As will be shown 

below, his statements, for the most part, remain cooperative and in the spirit of global cooperation 

rather than confronting individual member states. Nevertheless, he seems more willing to advance 

arguments on behalf of a global community and assume moral authority to speak on behalf of 

those who are affected most by CoViD. “[A]s champions of the shared values of the [global] 

community against particularistic interests”, such tweeting and the moral claims it entails reflects 

at least a moment of explicit politicization of the WHO. Rhetorically, however, the organization 

presents these claims as universally accepted and hence impartial and ultimately not contentious 

(Barnett and Finnemore, 2004a: 173). Figure 4 shows two of these tweets, which overall remain 

few and far between in the sample and mostly only occur in reference to a real-world event such 

as the UN General Assembly Special Session on CoViD 19 in December 2020. 

 
Figure 4: Tweet Vignettes from the UN General Assembly Special Session on CoViD-19 
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In terms of sentiment, the detached, neutral content translates into similar patterns of 

communication in terms of tone and attitude. As such, tweets almost exclusively assume factual 

language and do not engage in emotions. There are indeed only very few tweets which share 

emotions in the pandemic (roughly 100 out of 3,400). As such, by and large, as displayed in Figure 

5, the WHO Twittersphere presents itself in a sober, non-affective voice. This is equally true for 

institutional and individual accounts, which both seem to assume that such communication 

supports the WHO message best. Contrary to political actors deliberately embracing the heat of 

social media emotions (Mancosu, 2018), the WHO in fact de-emotionalizes its Twittersphere and 

only shares very few tweets with explicit emotional wording, e.g. expressing condolences for loved 

ones lost. Far more frequently, these are aggregated in statistics, however, presented in the dry 

voice of rationalized communication, making the WHO appear as impersonal, dedicated to 

technocratically classify and organize information and knowledge about the pandemic but 

ultimately unable or unwilling to care for those who suffer from it (Barnett and Finnemore, 1999a: 

710-711).13  

  

 

 
13  It should be noted that I only included the tweet text as such and not attached images in the coding. Arguably, 

depicting individual faces and their stories, these visualizations communicated by the WHO are not only important 
but also speak more directly to audiences and their emotions (Schlag and Heck, 2020). 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Institutional Individual

Factual Emotional

Figure 5: Sentiment in the Sample Tweets 
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As to the spirit of the WHO Twittersphere, roughly a fifth of all tweets between institutional and 

individual accounts are advanced in cooperative character, recognizing the importance of 

partnerships and the fact that ‘we are in this together’. The range of entities addressed include 

states (and the need to work together with them as recognition of delegated authority), but also 

other intergovernmental organizations, non-state actors, and a broadly constructed global public 

of individuals as well. This can be seen as a testimonial of the “proliferation of issues, actors, and 

rule-systems” in the global health landscape, in which the WHO has to work in and with the ACT-

Accelerator or the COVAX Facility of the Gavi Alliance, to give but two examples of frequently 

mentioned partnerships (Pantzerhielm et al., 2020: 412). In this context, the Regional Offices and 

their directors further reflected dynamics of regional governance and themes of specific 

importance in their respective tweeting (e.g., development and innovation for @WHOAFRO). As 

such, the entities highlighted in cooperative spirit in the WHO Twittersphere are different between 

the accounts. Equally important, while there is very little to none confrontational tweeting, 80% 

(institutional), respectively 68% (individual) of all tweets do not address partnerships or 

cooperation at all, at least not in an affirmative fashion. This, arguably, shows the limitations of 

partnerships and shared governance both at the local, national, and global level and the need for 

the WHO to maintain its relevance in networked global health governance (Hanrieder, 2021).  
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Finally, as shown in Figure 7, the WHO is not strongly invested into presenting itself in a positive 

light (i.e., as a capable organization) in the fight against CoViD. The vast majority of tweets in 

fact do not mention the organization or remain neutral in terms of how they frame the organization. 

More specifically, there is little identification with the WHO expressed by individuals, who do not 

proactively connect themselves to the organization (e.g., by assuming ownership and by speaking 

on behalf of the organization). At the same time, the institutional accounts equally remain limited 

or neutral in their self-references and self-assessments, carefully not engaging in too obvious 

branding of the WHO. That said, 13-15% shed a positive light on what the WHO is and what it 

does and, maybe even more important, virtually no tweet carried a message that could be read as 

a critique of the organization. Arguably, the limited self-referencing and the avoidance of any 

negative account can be referred to as ‘passive branding’ – while not frequently communicating 

openly how great the WHO is, the organization does not talk about its limitations and shortcomings 

either. In other words, the WHO is not assuming strong advocacy for itself, but rather remains 

toned-down and modest, even in its own self-assessment.  

  

  
Bringing these insights together and concluding on the WHO Twittersphere and the organizational 

self-image it creates, the organization is very much dedicated to present itself as a neutral provider 

of important health information and a source of trustworthy information in the pandemic. This, 

intentionally or not, downplays the organization’s potential to have an impact on member states 
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and discuss more ambitious approaches to the crisis. In other words, the WHO takes a place in the 

second row as many important issues such as the politics of CoViD-19 on a global scale but also 

others such as gender equality, human rights or climate change in the pandemic are simply not 

frequently addressed. The majority of tweets rather provides health guidance and, individualizes 

responsibilities and solutions for the crisis, and educates the audience on best practices such as 

washing one’s hands and wearing a mask. Calls for further collective action, however, remain 

limited as the WHO overall disconnects itself from politics and does not tweet about contentious 

issues. Taken together, with a few exceptions in a larger sample, content and tone of the WHO 

Twittersphere overall remains limited and does not expose the organization in any significant way.  

Against these findings, it is important to point out that the events chosen to structure the 

selection do not feature prominently in the sample. In other words, there seems to be a certain gap 

between real-world event and what the WHO communicates. While there are some generic 

references to current events such as the opening of the GA Special Session, the WHO 

Twittersphere overall remains unconnected to day-to-day politics and events and arguably even 

the realities of those the organization wants to address. It is beyond the scope of this contribution 

to determine the rationale behind this, but one potential explanation could be that the WHO, 

through toned-down tweeting, attempts to put itself in a better position to control its messages. 

Hoping that no discussion is better than contentious ones, the organization avoids the appropriation 

of meaning by others by simply not generating a lot of it. Such an approach limits the presence or 

role for the WHO in the pandemic, at least none is communicated and argued for in Twitter. In 

other words, there is little to none social media self-legitimation. It almost seems the organization 

is willingly taking a step back, using Twitter as a means to share information, announce events, 

educate the audience in terms of public health guidelines as well as personal hygiene, and to 

recognize others in their work on CoViD. At least there is no dedicated Twitter strategy to use this 

outlet to expand the WHO mandate or connect to topics arguably relevant for others living through 

this global pandemic, such as how to respond to this pandemic (and future ones) globally and 

within multilateral frameworks (Pevehouse, 2020). Presumably, the WHO has stakes in such 

discussions but is unwilling to express them on Twitter. By and large, the WHO Twittersphere 

does not seem to be the space where the organization wants discussions about its future to take 

place. The notion that the WHO does not fully utilize Twitter as well as the implications of this 

finding for IO research utilizing social media data will be discussed in the following conclusion.  
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Conclusion 
This paper set out to consider IO self-legitimation in and through social media by looking into the 

WHO Twittersphere during CoViD-19. Connect the two previously unrelated research strands of 

IO legitimation and social media impact in this case is important since the WHO, over many years, 

experienced fragmentation and is consistently engaged in institutional reform (Hanrieder, 2021; 

Hanrieder, 2015). In other words, the WHO is constantly in need of both substantial and procedural 

legitimacy as it struggles to meet the expectations of its stakeholders and constituencies. More 

specifically, the authority of the WHO has to be constantly legitimated against the fact that the 

organization often cannot solve the issues at hand. Not engaging the crisis holistically and 

advancing tweets in a toned-down language, the WHO Twittersphere, however, does not reflect 

active self-legitimation but rather depoliticizes the pandemic. This can be considered as a specific 

IO practice designed to define its authority in neutral, absolute terms (Louis and Maertens, 2021). 

As such, the specific (non-)use of Twitter reflects organizational identity and preferences and, at 

least in this case, can be considered an attempt to assume a low profile and engage in expert-driven, 

technocratic governance rather than being the subject of contentious politics (Barnett, 2016: 138). 

In other words, while the WHO Twittersphere does not resonate with calls for global solidarity or 

explores ambitious solutions to the crisis of multilateralism in pandemic diplomacies and self-

serving nationalism, it still reflects self-legitimation as the WHO enacts itself to a broad audience 

in neutral terms and as a health service provider. While the high hopes for social media as a game-

changer of public deliberation, potentially empowering a global audience to participate in 

discourse, remains largely unfulfilled for the WHO, this still reflects a conscious decision of the 

organization in terms of how it approaches self-legitimation in and on social media (Nahon, 2016).  

This is specifically surprising as the paper looked into the WHO Twittersphere in moments 

of organizational contestation and real-world politics. When designing the timeline, for example, 

I was expecting the WHO to respond to the US announcement to leave the organization. But even 

in those moments, the WHO remained comfortably in its preferred modality of depoliticization 

and avoided direct confrontation with member states. It remains to be seen by including the 

audience and its reaction to such tweets whether the distanced tone and non-engagement with 

CoViD politics fared well for the WHO. This can be achieved by analyzing big data of likes and 

global retweets, although obviously they only mark proxies. For the sample at hand, anecdotally 

for @DrTedros again, tweets referencing the South Korean boy band BTS and a retweet of Barack 
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Obama announcing his new book In a Promised Land gathered the most likes. In other words, 

personal as well as political tweets seem to be triggering responses and thus could be potentially 

used to strengthen and multiply WHO messaging on social media. Including the audience in this 

and seeing whether an organization caters only to its echo chamber or engages ‘across the aisle’ 

could help us further understand processes of self-legitimation and (de-)politicization as it would 

reveal who an organization in its self-understanding aims to address and engage with in discourse.  

Recognizing the value of comprehensive social media research to better understand 

processes of organizational self-legitimation, questions for future research remain. If one in 

particular accepts the importance of tweets and willingly engages with those as manifestations of 

IO sense-making, one needs to develop an inclusive methodology that considers tweets as well as 

their attached media and visual images. Likewise, one has to make decisions about retweets and 

how to conceptualize an organizational Twittersphere. In my sample, many retweets reflected 

organizational dynamics such as a Regional Office featuring tweets from its respective director. 

One can interpret this as tight hierarchy but it also raises questions about what is institutional and 

individual about Twitter accounts. Institutional accounts moreover provided simply an additional 

outlet for individual tweets reflecting the same overall sentiments. A categorical difference 

between the two, such as the one we became familiar with over the last four years between 

@realDonaldTrump and @POTUS, at least was not found in the WHO Twittersphere. I interpreted 

this as a deliberate choice and hence included retweets in the coding – while not originating from 

the respective account, it remained a conscious decision to retweet certain tweets and not others 

and hence allows us to make assumptions on the meaning-making the account was engaged in.  

All of this is important for the emerging field of IO social media research, which does not 

constitute a “coherent research program and lack[s] systematicity” (Bjola and Zaiotti, 2020a: 3). 

To get there, we need to situate social media in larger organizational communication narratives. 

This is specifically important for IOs, which otherwise remain distanced and abstract. Through 

their social media, however, they quickly and with little effort connect to different audiences. 

Specifically against the specter of populism (Pevehouse, 2020), the far-reaching channels of IO 

social media seem to be relevant. When triangulated with other organizational mission statements, 

documents, and speech acts of prominent individuals, Twitter and other outlets offer important 

insights into IOs. In other words, social media analysis by itself remains limited but IO analysis 

without factoring in the social media presence of the respective IO remains limited just as well.  
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