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ABSTRACT

Introduction: The social restrictions imposed by the Covid-19 pandemic increased the role of digital
technologies as tools of interaction, but also their role in the institutional communication developed
by governments to explain their political decisions in a crisis. Methodology: This study examines
some of the communication strategies of the governments of Germany, Spain, Portugal, and the
United Kingdom. To do this, the topics and objectives of their leaders or spokespersons on Twitter
are studied: Steffen Seibert representing Merkel (Germany), Pedro Sanchez (Spain), Antonio Costa
(Portugal), and Boris Johnson (United Kingdom). Likewise, the messages disseminated on the
official websites of the governments (Bundesregierung, La Moncloa, Republica Portuguesa, and
GOV.UK) are analyzed. Results: Results show low use of digital interaction potential. In addition,
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the preferred themes and objectives are repeated on Twitter and institutional webs, focusing on the
announcement and evaluation of health and economic issues. However, the messages on the social
network refer to a greater plurality of issues. Discussion: Based on the similarities and divergences
found, we argue that a reflection on the role of political cultures in communication actions should be
noted, as well as the need to respond to the interests of the audience. Conclusions: Government
communication has addressed the most immediate issues of the pandemic, such as health and the
economy, developing a broader agenda on Twitter that, on the other hand, did not correspond to the
interests observed among the public.

KEYWORDS: Crisis communication; Covid-19; institutional communication; institutional webs;
leadership; political communication; Twitter.

RESUMEN

Introduccion: Las restricciones sociales impuestas por la pandemia de Covid-19 acentuaron el rol de
las tecnologias como herramientas de interaccion, pero también la funcién de las mismas en la
comunicacion institucional desarrollada por los gobiernos para explicar sus decisiones politicas ante
una situacion de crisis. Metodologia: Esta investigacion analiza comparativamente algunas de las
estrategias comunicativas de los gobiernos de Alemania, Espafa, Portugal y Reino Unido. Para ello
se estudian los temas y objetivos de sus lideres o portavoces en Twitter: Steffen Seibert como
representante de Merkel (Alemania), Pedro Sanchez (Espafia), Anténio Costa (Portugal) y Boris
Johnson (Reino Unido). Asimismo, se analizan los mensajes en las webs oficiales de los gobiernos
(Bundesregierung, La Moncloa, Republica Portuguesa y GOV.UK). Resultados: Se advierte una
infrautilizacion de las potencialidades interactivas. Ademas, los temas y objetivos preferentes se
repiten en Twitter y los portales institucionales, centrandose en el anuncio y evaluacion de cuestiones
sanitarias y econdmicas, si bien los mensajes en la red social abordan una mayor pluralidad de
asuntos que no coindicen con los mas retuiteados. Discusion: Las similitudes y divergencias halladas
plantean una reflexion sobre el papel de las culturas politicas en la intervencién comunicativa de los
gobiernos, asi como acerca de la necesidad de responder a los intereses de la audiencia.
Conclusiones: La comunicacion gubernamental se ha dirigido a las cuestiones mas inmediatas de la
pandemia, como la sanidad y la economia, desarrollando una agenda mas amplia en Twitter que, en
cambio, no se corresponde con los intereses observados entre el publico.

PALABRAS CLAVE: Comunicacion de crisis; comunicacién institucional; comunicacién politica;
Covid-19; liderazgo; portales institucionales; Twitter.
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Translation by Paula Gonzalez (Universidad Catolica Andres Bello, Venezuela)
1. Introduction
Digital technologies are a fundamental piece in current political communication, which alters the
traditional information cycle towards a new role for the audience (Enli, 2017). The Covid-19

pandemic has increased the weight of digitization as a way of reaching citizens, in the face of a set of
social restrictions in the different viral waves. Governments have had to resort to spaces such as
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social networks to explain their decisions and thus validate their actions (Losada Diaz et al., 2020).
Research works on the first pandemic wave indicate a growing personalization of political
communication in different geographical contexts (Manfredi-Sanchez et al., 2021).

Although the arrival of the virus in the spring of 2020 was an unexpected event, the subsequent
management allows the observation of trends in institutional public communication. Its development
occurs in a hybrid environment, in which traditional and digital systems coexist to configure the
public sphere (Chadwick, 2017). In fact, Covid-19 has meant a new role for conventional media as a
means of citizen information, by establishing itself as a reliable source (Casero-Ripollés and Garcia-
Gordillo, 2021). Therefore, the findings of how the political conversation is articulated are
ambivalent, although the influence of social networks on the traditional media system is confirmed
(Broersma and Graham, 2013; Hermida and Mellado, 2020).

Personalization spurred by the political use of social networks has not generated the expected degree
of interaction with the audience, reproducing the one-way communication model (Boerman and
Kruikemeier, 2016). This weighs down citizen participation, key in the construction of an idealized
digital space for exchange between governors and governed (Sampedro and Martinez Avidad, 2018).
Another damaging element in its genesis has been the enormous proliferation of disinformation in
recent years (Bimber and Gil de Zufiiga, 2020), fueling distrust and cynicism towards the political
class.

In this sense, Covid-19 brought with it a phenomenon of “infodemic” (Nielsen et al., 2020), marked
by the appearance of hoaxes and false beliefs, which could further increase the discredit of some
authorities responsible for health care. This connects with the harmful effects of disinformation in the
increase in the discredit of public institutions, very tangible in a pandemic situation that involves
extensive government action (Pérez-Curiel and Velasco Molpeceres, 2020). It must be taken into
account that the impact of misinformation, as well as the use of social networks, varies by country
(Fletcher et al., 2020), making comparative studies necessary to know the communicative response
to the pandemic of different governments.

This research contributes to the state of the art by analyzing institutional communication tools
implemented by the governments of Germany, Spain, Portugal, and the United Kingdom for the
management of Covid-19, assigned to different political and media cultures (Hanusch and Hanitzsch,
2017). The personal Twitter accounts of political leaders are of interest, but so are institutional
websites, as they function as a source of information for the media and citizens (Bruns et al., 2016).
In this way, the aim is to explore the topics, objectives, and resources used in a situation of
established crisis.

2. Background
2.1. Strategies and political communication on Twitter

The social network Twitter has received great attention in the last decade as a communication tool for
political broadcasters, whether they are leaders or social organizations (Aharony, 2012; Campos-
Dominguez, 2017). Its instantaneous features adapt to the accelerated pace of information (Gainous
and Wagner, 2014), which makes it a privileged channel for political communication (Jungherr, 2016).
Part of the success of Twitter in this area lies in the fact that it allows a direct flow of information from
the ruling class to the public, something that was revealed fundamental in the institutional strategy in
the face of the outbreak of Covid-19 (Drylie-Carey et al., 2020).
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Twitter results in an established trend such as the personalization of politics (McAllister, 2007), by
providing space for more humane issues that overlap with infotainment and pop politics (Crilley and
Gillespie, 2019; Kruikemeier et al., 2013). However, the communicative possibilities of this direct
channel are reduced by the limited interactivity that characterizes the Twitter action of political actors
(Stromer-Galley, 2014). Faced with this, its main mission is the dissemination of information, a
practice that fits with the data needs during the pandemic and that until now had been mainly used in
electoral periods (D'Heer and Verdegem, 2015).

The role of Twitter in disinformation phenomena that have boosted populist formations and figures
around the world can cause distrust in the political system (Engesser et al., 2017). The literature points
out that populism uses social networks to spread its ideology in a fragmented way, presenting itself as
opposed to the establishment (van Kessel and Castelein, 2016). The democratic impact of these
platforms is articulated as an object of academic concern (Bennett and Livingstone, 2018), which in
turn shows the difficulties to be interpreted as reliable sources by citizens.

Beyond the fact that the use of Twitter for political purposes differs enormously by country
(Scherpereel et al., 2016), the pandemic opens the door to a rediscovery of the potential of social
networks, widely addressed as places of broadcast and little interactivity (Geise et al., 2021). Covid-19
has accelerated changes in consumption patterns, hence there may be room for more visual and
dynamic Twitter approaches that connect with the transparency mechanisms demanded by society.

2.2. Institutional communication in times of crisis: the role of government websites

Institutional communication fulfills a social function of a democratic nature since its origins (Rebolledo
et al., 2017). However, in crises, this feature acquires a special meaning, since it is essential as a
communication tool between public institutions and their citizens to reduce the social uncertainty
generated by the new situation and mitigate its impact (Cornelissen, 2008; Sierra Rodriguez, 2020).

The coordination of government communication in these situations must be positioned at the top of the
decision-making pyramid (Jacobs and Wonneberger, 2019). The design of a communication strategy
for crisis management, the development of clear, direct, and unequivocal messages for each of the
media and supports (Burguefio, 2014), awareness campaigns and social education aimed at the
different audience targets, transparency (Diez Garrido et al., 2019), active listening, appearances, etc.,
are fundamental communication keys for crisis management by public institutions.

The current situation caused by COVID-19 has made communication an essential tool for managing
the crisis caused by the pandemic. Governments have had to diversify their communication strategies
to adapt them not only by attending to the traditional media (Barroso Simao et al., 2016), which have
seen their monopoly of the information message altered (Langer and Gruber, 2021) but also by
developing information for tools such as websites and social networks, which allow reaching the
citizen without any mediation (Kreiss and McGregor, 2018). They also need a domain of new and
diverse communicative codes for each of them, they require an active attitude of listening and response
to the citizen, and they require monitoring and control of the message to manage hoaxes and fake news
(Bennett and Livingstone, 2018), which can lead to other crises that go beyond health.

Government websites constitute a powerful communication tool, an open window for citizen
information that serves as a support for the management of other communication channels (Castillo-
Esparcia et al., 2020). Websites should be the place where governments express themselves in the first
person, publish their decisions, and give instructions to the different social actors (Hancu-Budui et al.,
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2020). They transmit essential information for citizens, making the political strategy explicit in general
terms and for the management of specific crises such as the Covid-19 pandemic.

Given the above, this study's main objective is to analyze the digital communication strategies of the
governments of Germany, Spain, Portugal, and the United Kingdom in the face of the second wave of
Covid-19 in autumn 2020, to assess their use of technological platforms in democratic accountability.
The following objectives emerge from this general approach:
O1. Analyze the configuration of the political language implemented in two communication
channels (Twitter and websites), observing possible similarities and divergences.
02. Know the issues and purposes that have focused government communication, both of figures
who assume a leadership role and of institutional websites.
03. Assess possible assimilation between institutional messages and citizens’ interests through the
degree of interaction on Twitter.

3. Methodology

This research compares the communicative management carried out by different European
governments, which articulate their strategies even through different categories of personalities. To
do this, it is proposed to answer three research questions:
RQ.1. Are digital messages structured around the same topics, objectives, and discursive
components by country?
RQ.2. Are there adaptations of the strategy depending on the selected communication tool?
RQ.3. Is there a correspondence between the disseminated content and citizens’ interests after
months of experience in crisis management?

Methodological triangulation is advocated to address the set objectives, using quantitative and
qualitative-discursive content analysis (Callejo, 2010; Rivas-de-Roca et al., 2020). We apply a multi-
method protocol, which refers to the study of leaders' tweets, publications on institutional websites,
and user interaction metrics. This approach is based on the need to delve into a hybrid media model
(Chadwick, 2017), in which, however, technological platforms have an increasing weight in the
configuration of political communication (Kreiss and Mcgregor, 2018).

For the quantitative study, content analysis is used, which makes it possible to detail the elements
that make up a communicative message (Krippendorff, 2012). The validity of this modality in
research on Twitter has been supported by various research works (Brantner and Pfeffer, 2018;
Fernandez Crespo, 2014). Regarding the qualitative phase, a discursive contextualization study is
carried out (van Dijk, 2015), for which a sample based on keywords obtained inductively from the
set of analyzed pieces is limited.

A methodological proposal is designed that analyzes the Twitter profiles of government leaders or
spokespersons from Germany, Spain, Portugal, and the United Kingdom. These are European
countries belonging to different media systems (Hallin and Mancini, 2004) and journalistic cultures
derived from their political tradition (Hanusch and Hanitzsch, 2017), which generates different
expectations of interaction in their digital audiences. Their selection is also explained because they
were strongly affected by the second wave, compared to other states such as Italy and France, which
suffered more from the first and third viral waves, respectively. The focus on this social network is
motivated by its advantages for political and institutional communication (Bruns et al., 2016; D’Heer
and Verdegem, 2015), being capable of causing changes in the democratic knowledge of citizens.
Taking into account its potential implications, the following is the sample of Twitter profiles:

— Steffen Seibert (Federal Spokesperson, Germany). @RegSprecher (only account in German).
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— Pedro Sanchez (president, Spain). @sanchezcastejon (only account in Spanish).
— Antonio Costa (Prime Minister, Portugal). @antoniocostapm (only account in Portuguese).
— Boris Johnson (Prime Minister, United Kingdom). @BorisJohnson (only account in English).

In the German case, their federal spokesperson is selected because Merkel does not have a Twitter
profile. It so happens that Seibert enjoys a leadership role in this social network, with more than a
million followers on his official German government spokesperson account (@RegSprecher). This
role as a channel of communication from the Foreign Ministry seems useful for this study, even if it
does not constitute a head of government.

Besides the topics and apparent purposes of institutional tweets, our analysis considers government
websites since they have played a role in the dissemination of official information in the coronavirus
crisis (Castillo-Esparcia et al., 2020). Moreover, previous studies on communication in the pandemic
have focused on individual figures (Manfredi-Sanchez et al., 2021), leaving aside the role of
institutional websites as spaces of transparency (Diez Garrido et al., 2019). This motivates the
selection of the official portals for each country in the sample:

— Bundesregierung (Germany). https://www.bundesregierung.de/

— La Moncloa (Spain). https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/

— Republica Portuguesa (Portugal). https://www.portugal.gov.pt/

— GOV.UK (United Kingdom). https://www.gov.uk/

To evaluate communication strategies, a data collection period is established that covers from
October 1% to December 31%, 2020, a period of three months in which European countries had to
adopt new restrictions to face the second wave of Covid-19. The end date coincides with the end of
2020, a potential turning point towards other measures in 2021. Political communication on Twitter
has been intensively analyzed in electoral processes (Gainous and Wagner, 2014; Jungherr, 2016),
something that has been repeated in times of strong symbolic charge such as the outbreak of the
coronavirus in the spring of 2020 (Wang et al., 2021). On the other hand, in valley situations, such as
the consolidation of the pandemic in the medium term, its use is less referenced.

The sample is made up of all the tweets published by the aforementioned profiles, as well as web
publications about Covid-19, to delimit the information chosen within the great communicative
proliferation of institutional portals. Four keywords are used to carry out a search on them: "Covid-
19", "coronavirus", "pandemic”, and "restrictions". We intend to know the interaction between public
actors and citizens in the digital spaces of democracy, which the literature identifies as progressively
more endogamous and asymmetric, according to the phenomenon of platformization (Colleoni et al.,
2014; Smyrnaios and Rebillard, 2019). This is the reason why the quantitative/qualitative file (table
1) incorporates discursive elements to the analysis of the topic and the objectives (purpose) of the
messages:
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Table 1. Metric indicators and contingency variables of the multimodal analysis

Tweets from User metric
leaders and
Twitter and spokespersons Language
institutional Topic Purpose (hashtags and
websites mentions /
Viral wave Evaluative textual
management and formal elements)
publications indicators

Source: Self-made

The sample on Twitter is made up of 975 messages (tweets), distributed as follows: Seibert 224,
Sanchez 312, Costa 250, and Johnson 189. In the case of publications, their size is smaller (n=427),
divided more homogeneously: Bundesregierung 105, La Moncloa 107, Republica Portuguesa 91,
and GOV.UK 124. Therefore, the volume by country is relatively similar, which allows comparisons
to be drawn on the institutional communication exercised around the second wave of Covid-19.

This study includes the tweets and the responses of the candidates, but not the retweets, since their
information does not necessarily connect with the agenda of the political actors (Larsson and Ihlen,
2015). The collection of the sample in this social network is carried out through the paid version of
Twitonomy, subsequently being analyzed with the statistical software IBM SPSS Statistics, version
25. A specific file has also been developed with exclusive categories for the analysis units (table 2),
whether they are tweets or web content, based on other research works on the social network Twitter
(Carral and Tufidn-Navarro, 2020).

Table 2. Defined categories for content analysis (topics and objectives)

Topics
1. Conspiracy theories
2. Foreign relations
3. Immigration / security
4. Economy / industry and
services sector

Objectives of the message
. Publicize their political meetings
. Promote their presence in the media
. Promote agreements
. Announce legislative measures

AIWIN(F

5. Education 5. Assess the situation

6. Social services 6. Confront political rivals

7. Environment 7. Refer to issues of government’s strategy
8. Sanitary actions 8. Others

9. Political rivals
10. Events
11. Others

Source: Self-made

Concerning the qualitative study of language, on Twitter, the hashtags and profiles mentioned in the
sample are analyzed, while in the publications of the websites the contents are evaluated in a similar
selection through three variables defined as key: order and form, sense, and style (van Dijk, 2015).
As a general framework, critical discourse analysis is applied (Flowerdew and Richardson, 2017),
which has also been used in transnational studies (Alonso-Mufioz and Casero-Ripollés, 2020). In this
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way, the aim is to discuss the construction of these messages by public actors, relying later on
quantitative findings related to communication topics and purposes.

4. Results
4.1. Description of the sample and qualitative analysis

The results on Twitter indicate that Sanchez, Costa, and Johnson present a fairly similar proportion
between messages with a positive and neutral tone, marking their communication practices in the
selected period. This bias analysis allows us to understand the setting in which a crisis has been
managed. Johnson shows a slight predisposition for the positive approach (47.1% to 43.9%), while
the Portuguese Costa orients balance to neutral positions (46.4% to 41.6%). Positive messages
correspond to optimistic references, which highlight that health measures are giving good results or
underline the hope that vaccines represent. For example, in a tweet on December 30th, 2020, Johnson
claimed that AstraZeneca's approval was "fantastic news" and "a triumph of science", thus being
categorized under a positive tone.

On the other hand, the neutral tone concerns those messages that do not apply optimistic views but
do not include criticism or negative evaluations, identified as belonging to the negative approach. In
this sense, the most differential behavior is experienced by the German spokesperson Seibert, who
clearly prefers tweets with a neutral bias (62.9%). Examples of this are the messages that state the
issues discussed in the meetings of the European Council, such as the one released on December 10"
of that year: “Agreement of the European Council: budget, development fund, and conditionality
mechanism agreed unanimously #EUCO " (translation to English). This reveals that the German
strategy in this social network set aside the optimism in the face of the pandemic, observable in other
political actors on the continent, and focused on the political agenda.

TWITTER MESSAGE BIAS

B Positive Critical Neutral
70 62,9
60
46,4 47,1
50 44,2 44,6 416 43,9
40 | = | | — | | = |
30 | = | | — | | = |
20 18,8 18,3 = = =
= = 112 = 12 = g
10 = | = | = | —|
0 | — | = | — | | — |
Steffen Seibert Pedro Sanchez Antonio Costa Boris Johnson

Graph 1: Distribution of the bias of the tweets according to the profile (%)
Source: Self-made

By country, Steffen Seibert's account has a barely personal tone. The most referenced hashtags are very
general, referring to the pandemic (#Corona) and the chancellor (#Merkel). There are also some
thematic markers referring to vaccines (#lmfgung), digitization (#Digitalisierung), and, above all, the
implementation of measures to alleviate the effects of the pandemic (#barrierefrei). Direct mentions are
not usually displayed, although most of those detected refer to German federal bodies (@BMBF_Bund,
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BMJV_Bund, etc.). On the other hand, Bundesregierung's web content presents several publications
that reflect citizens' feelings about the pandemic, posing in an informal style based on textual
statements. The purpose is to raise public awareness, which is accompanied by numerous assessments
of the situation by Merkel.

Regarding Spain, Pedro Sanchez's profile on Twitter is quite institutional, reviewing his daily activity
and events (#DiaDelMigrante, #DiaDelLosDerechosHumanos). Therefore, there is no continuity in the
used hashtags, although there is a higher use of those linked to the pandemic (#COVID19) and the
European institutions (#EUCO). This connects with the mentions, more present in this case and
directed to community figures (@MichelBarnier, @vonderleyen) or other European presidents
(@EmmnuelMacron). This governmental aspect is repeated in the portal La Moncloa, where the action
of the ministries to face the pandemic is highlighted. The structure of subject, verb, and predicate is
predominantly followed, with an informative sense and a formal style (image 1). This institutional tone
is a constant both in the analyzed web publications and in @sanchezcastejon, who, however, does
occasionally incorporate more evaluative elements.

Inicio > Prensa > Actualidad > Industria, Comercio y Turismo

El Gobierno sittia a las Pymes en el centro de la recuperacién econémica
post-Covid

Lunes 14 de diciembre de 2020

La ministra de Industria, Comercio y Turismo, Reyes Maroto, ha avanzado que el impulso a las
pymes contara con una dotacion de recursos plblicos de 2.894 millones de euros para los
proximos tres anos.

Image 1: Web publication of the Government of Spain about economic measures for recovery
Source: La Moncloa, https://bit.ly/2Pu3Q8d

In Portugal, Anténio Costa uses his Twitter account in a slightly less institutional way, with more
apparently personal assessments of the situation, which is not an obstacle to a preponderance of
hashtags related to the country itself (#Portugal), the pandemic (#COVID19), and the European project
(#UE, #EUCO, #UE2021PT, #Brexit, #Bruxelas), while Portugal assumed the presidency of the
Council of the EU in the following months of 2021 (image 2). The direct quotes to European figures
(@vonderleyen, @Lagarde) are explained in this way, but the Portuguese government (@govpt) and
the unions (@CGTP_In) are also warned, with Costa being the selected leader who most uses the
possibility of mentions on Twitter. As for the government website Republica Portuguesa, it fulfills the
classic function of announcing executive measures and providing the agenda of its components through
a formal style. Consequently, its mission is institutional, although the use of personal quotes from
ministers and videos that provide an individualized perspective stand out.
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@ Anténio Costa @

Em #Bruxelas com a Presidente da @EU_Commission,
@vonderleyen, para uma reuniao de preparacao da
Presidéncia portuguesa do Conselho da UE. Abordamos
também as negociacdes em curso para a concretizacao
do Plano de Recuperacao europeu e o #Brexit.
#EU2021PT

Image 2: Tweet by Antonio Costa regarding a European meeting for the Recovery Plan
Source: Twitter (@antoniocostapm), https://bit.ly/3rlkqos

For his part, Boris Johnson's use of Twitter can be interpreted as emotional and personal, full of
qualifying adjectives. In this sense, terms such as "unforgettable”, "unprecedented”, "brilliant”, or
"fantastic" are common. He does not use hashtags and mentions regularly, but is limited to specific
moments such as international summits (#G20) or open question and answer sessions to the prime
minister (#PeoplesPMQs), as well as to figures who at some point capture the attention, such as
international leaders (@narendramodi) or pharmaceutical companies (@Pfizer, @AstraZeneca). The
messages on the harshest issues of the virus are not accompanied by these expressive modalities,
presenting only text. In fact, this is repeated in the GOV.UK portal. The updates about Covid-19 are
exposed in schematic pieces, which distribute the data in points with a sober and simple style,

evidencing an informative purpose.

This qualitative approach seeks to offer a first overview of how two possible mechanisms of
democratic accountability were articulated during the set period (Twitter accounts and official web
pages), revealing relevant lines of research. These findings are quantitatively contrasted below, while
others are detected.

4.2. Topics and objectives of government communication

The analysis of the agenda and the purposes of the messages yield relevant data, reflecting divergences
of interest. In the first place, the topic distribution of the tweets shows that most of the representatives
focus on health actions as a result of the pandemic (Table 3): 42.4% of the messages in Seibert, 28.8%
in Costa, and 41.8% in Johnson. The only leader who does not place it between his two preferred
subjects is Sanchez, who publishes more on foreign relations (20.5%) and the economy (20.8%). In any
case, it is broadly in tune with the strategy of other leaders, since Seibert (19.6%) and Johnson (16.4%)
also give great space to foreign relations, while Costa does so to the economy (19.2%). Furthermore,
they all agree to dedicate more than 10% of their tweets to events. A fairly similar topic strategy is
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denoted, except for a greater concern for economic issues in the personalities of the Iberian Peninsula,
perhaps motivated by a higher financial impact of the Covid-19 crisis in these countries.

Table 3. Distribution of the tweets of institutional representatives according to their topic and
objectives (%). * Percentages in bold indicate data highlighted for this study

Steffen Pedro Anténio Boris
Seibert Séanchez Costa Johnson
Foreign relations 19.6 20.5 12.4 16.4
Immigration / security 6.7 1.9 2.8 5.3
Economy 8.0 20.8 19.2 6.3
Social services 2.7 8.3 12.4 5.8
Topic Environment 2.2 35 4.4 6.3
Sanitary actions 42.4 13.1 28.8 41.8
Political rivals 0.0 5.8 1.2 1.1
Events 15.6 13.8 13.2 11.1
Others 2.7 12.2 5.6 5.8
Publicize political 12.9 115 16.0 13.8
meetings
Presence in the media 8.5 3.2 3.2 6.9
Promote agreements 2.2 7.4 5.6 2.6
Announce legislative 18.8 144 20.4 29.6
Objectives | measures
Assess the situation 29.9 17.3 14 22.2
Confront political rivals 0.0 5.1 0.4 1.1
Refer to government’s 2.7 12.8 5.6 7.4
strategy
Reference the EU 21.0 14.4 26.8 2.6
Others 4 13.8 8.0 13.8

Source: Self-made

The similarities can also be seen in the objectives, but in this area, the disparity is slightly higher.
Seibert (29.9%) and Sanchez (17.3%) focus their messages on evaluating the situation. For their part,
Costa (20.4%) and Johnson (29.6%) tweet more to announce legislative measures. However, these two
purposes (evaluate and present actions) seem fundamental in the four leaders. Likewise, the
dissemination of political meetings occupies prominent positions.

The item with the most heterogeneous volume of allusion is that of references to the EU. For Costa, it
IS his main objective (26.8%), followed by Seibert (21%). Both show an activity on Twitter that
frequently cites the European Union in managing the pandemic. In contrast, Johnson hardly mentions
the EU (2.6%), which is remarkable in the context of Brexit. The practices of the British Prime
Minister fit more closely with those of the sample as a whole, which reveals a predilection for sanitary
elements, with the aforementioned purposes of assessment and legislative proposals (image 3).
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9 Anténio Costa @
Jantoniocostapr

Apresentamos hoje o Plano Nacional de Vacinagao
contra a #COVID19. #Portugal vai adquirir 22 milhdes
de vacinas que vao chegando progressivamente ao
longo de 2021. A operagao de vacinagao vai
desenvolver-se também ao longo do ano.

Boris Johnson
DBorisJohnson

[ United Kingdom government official
En respuesta a @BorisJohnson
You may leave your home for work, for exercise, with
your household or on your own with one person from

another household, to shop for food and essentials, for
medical care and to provide care for others. (3/10)

Plano Vacinagao COVID19 - Covid 19 estamos ON
O Plano de V; a¢do Covid-19 foi apresentado no dia 3 de dezembro pela

9:57 p. m. - 31 oct. 2020 - Twitter Web App

330 p. m fic. 2020 - Twitter for iPhone 108 Retweets 33 Tweets citados 716 Me gusta

Image 3: Tweets by Anténio Costa and Boris Johnson about legislative measures (objective) of
sanitary actions (topic): vaccination plan and confinement regulations.
Source: Twitter (@antoniocostapm and @BorisJohnson), https://bit.ly/304zBXk, and
https://bit.ly/382nDls

Institutional websites continue with the trend observed on Twitter. According to the data collected by
our research (table 4), a predisposition towards sanitary actions is maintained, with higher percentages
in government websites: 40% in Bundesregierung, 32.1% in La Moncloa, 56% in Republica
Portuguesa, and 46.8% in GOV.UK. This entails a topic concentration on the websites, that is, a greater
number of issues were addressed on Twitter with high volumes. The economy is once again the second
preferred subject, with also higher percentages. The frequency of the environment in La Moncloa
stands out here (19.2%), a fact not located in Sanchez's profile.

Received: 21/05/2021. Accepted: 19/07/2021. Published: 02/09/2021 60


https://bit.ly/304zBXk
https://bit.ly/382nDls

RLCS, Revista Latina de Comunicacion Social, 79, 49-72
[Research] DOI: 10.4185/RLCS-2021-1517| ISSN 1138-5820 | Afio 2021

Table 4. Distribution of institutional web publications according to their topic and objectives (%). *
Percentages in bold indicate data highlighted for this study

Bundes- La Moncloa | Republica GOV.UK
regierung Portuguesa
Foreign relations 13.3 18.6 6.6 13.7
Immigration / security 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Economy 20.0 18.6 31.9 26.6
Social services 13.4 11.5 0.0 0.0
Topic Environment 0.0 19.2 0.0 12.9
Sanitary actions 40.0 32.1 56.0 46.8
Political rivals 6.7 0.0 0.0 0.0
Events 6.7 0.0 0.0 0.0
Others 0.0 0.0 5.5 0.0
Spread political meetings 6.7 6.4 12.1 6.5
Presence in the media 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Promote agreements 6.7 0.0 0.0 0.0
Announce legislative 18.2 195 27.3 40.3
measures
Objectives | Assess the situation 41.8 26.7 30.8 25.8
Confront political rivals 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Refer to government’s 0.0 30.8 6.6 13.7
strategy
Reference the EU 26.7 16.6 23.3 13.7
Others 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Source: Self-made

Regarding the objectives of web publications, a predominance of initiative announcements and,
especially, evaluations of the situation are repeated. As in the case of topics, the percentages of these
purposes are higher in institutional websites compared to Twitter, evidencing a concentration on
certain items for said websites. A differential objective is the high volume of references to the EU in
the German (26.7%) and Portuguese (23.3%) governments, something that corresponds to what was
seen in the accounts of Seibert and Costa.

Another characteristic feature is the allusions to the government’s strategy on the La Moncloa
website, which has become its most common goal (30.8%). This pattern, which consists of
mentioning government priorities or analyzing compliance with the electoral program, was only
observable at a lower level in Sanchez's profile on Twitter. This connects with a frame oriented
towards thematic issues (62.2%), and markedly opinionative (63.5%) in the Spanish institutional
website, according to our analysis of formal indicators (headlines) in the pieces about Covid-19
(Table 5). The inclination towards these factual components of politics can be seen in
Bundesregierung (60%), although its typology is eminently informative (53.3%), presenting the
lowest levels of evaluation, which is consistent with the neutral character located in the German
spokesperson.
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Table 5. Approach and typology of headlines on institutional websites (%). * Percentages in bold
indicate data highlighted for this study

Bundes- La Moncloa | Republica GOV.UK
regierung Portuguesa
Focused on political 26.7 31.4 56.0 67.7
Headline | personality
Focused on thematic 60.0 62.2 37.4 32.3
issues
No clear object of 13.3 6.4 6.6 0.0
attention
Informative 53.3 23.7 374 52.4
Type of Interpretative 13.3 12.8 5.5 0.0
headline | Opinionative / 33.3 63.5 57.1 47.6
evaluative

Source: Self-made

On the other hand, the websites of Republica Portuguesa (56%) and GOV.UK (67.7%) tend to focus
their information on political personalities, either the prime minister or members of his cabinet, with
thematic figures that also exceed 30% in both cases. On the contrary, these countries differ
significantly in the purpose of the headline, since in the United Kingdom an informative approach
prevails (52.4%), something in line with the austere style commented on in the qualitative analysis.
In Portugal, the majority typology is evaluative (57.1%), which does not preclude having a relevant
percentage of informative headlines (37.4%). Thus, the construction of the contents on the
institutional websites presents divergences in the four selected countries, developing with different
frames and purposes.

4.3. Information sources and citizens' interests

To complete the study, it is necessary to determine what is the degree of attention of citizens for the
institutional messages and if it is related to the used strategies. Through the number of retweets, the
results show that the interest of the audience in this social network does not correlate with the
preferred objectives of the leaders (Table 6). The purposes that have the most retweets are the
confrontation with political rivals (84.2% of their messages have over 300 interactions) and the
allusion to the government's strategy (66.2%). It differs from the announcement of legislative
measures (38.1%) and the assessment of the situation (47%), which were the two priority missions
for leaders on Twitter. It should be noted that these variables present notable levels of appearance
(33% and 25.3%, respectively) in the band with the least interaction between 1 and 49 retweets.

Our study of citizen attention on Twitter focuses on the objectives of the messages, which allows us
to assess in-depth the motivations behind the tweets that generate more attention. We consider that in
this case, this approach, based on the types of preferred messages, is more pertinent than topic
analysis since it can be subject to fluctuations depending on the number of followers and events of an
unexpected nature.
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Table 6. Frequency of retweets according to the objective of the message (%). * Percentages in bold
indicate data highlighted for this study

1-49 50-99 100-299 300 or
retweets retweets retweets more
retweets

Spread political meetings 35.9 8.4 27.5 28.2
Presence in the media 36.0 16.0 10.0 38.0
Promote agreements 40.4 12.8 6.4 40.4
Announce legislative measures 33.0 7.7 21.1 38.1
Assess the situation 25.3 3.5 24.2 47.0
Confront political rivals 5.3 0.0 10.5 84.2
Refer to government’s strategy 12.2 5.4 16.2 66.2
Reference the EU 56.7 11.6 12.2 19.5
Others 18.4 3.1 26.5 52.0

Source: Self-made

Likewise, the high level of interaction of the category "others™ (52% have over 300 retweets), linked to
events such as the celebration of world days or anniversaries, is remarkable, since this has been the
category that has contained all those topics. These are positive issues that involve a cascade of
reactions, moving away from more political purposes. On the other hand, there is little interest in
references to the EU, to the point that they represent the target with the most retweets in the lower
echelon (56.75%). These messages about the Union refer to meetings such as those of the European
Council (image 4), in which coordinated measures are drawn up for the management of the pandemic.

‘ Steffen Seibert &

~

Kanzlerin #Merkel nach dem #EUCO: Je besser wir uns
in Europa in der #Corona-Pandemie koordinieren,
umso besser ist es fiir die Menschen in Europa, um
durch diese schwierige Phase zu kommen.

Image 4: Tweet by Steffen Seibert providing statements by Merkel after a European Council.
Source: Twitter (@RegSprecher), https://bit.ly/2MDyavO

The previous results denote that the citizen interest does not correspond to the political one in the
framework of our research. This may connect with a structural disinterest in these issues, which would
limit the impact of institutional communication (Jacobs and Wonneberger, 2019). In this direction, the
volume of retweets per leader could be analyzed, but the significant variations in their number of
followers would partly explain their figures. For this reason, it has been chosen to know the presence of
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citizens and other actors in the configuration of communication strategies in their websites (table 7).
Heads of Government function as the main source of information in Bundesregierung (33.3%),
Republica Portuguesa (42.9%), and GOV.UK (73.4%), that is, both Merkel and Costa and Johnson are
articulated in the main source of data for web communication of their governments.

Table 7. Typology of preferred sources on each government website (%). * Percentages in bold
indicate data highlighted for this study

Bundes- La Moncloa Republica GOV.UK
regierung Portuguesa
Goverment's head 33.3 6.4 42.9 73.4
National politicians 20.0 19.2 38.5 6.5
Technicians (experts) 13.3 6.4 0.0 0.0
National organizations 20.0 67.9 18.7 20.2
Citizens 13.3 0.0 0.0 0.0

Source: Self-made

Compared to the previous trend, in La Moncloa, the national organizations prevail (67.9%). It is
followed in proportion by national politicians such as ministers (19.2%), who also occupy prominent
positions in Bundesregierung (20%) and Republica Portuguesa (38.5%), while the use of the head of
Government in Spain is low (6.4%). Furthermore, national organizations prove to be a frequent source
throughout the sample.

The variables that offer the greatest singularities are attributed to technical profiles (experts) and
citizens. The experts appear in Bundesregierung (13.3%), and at a lower level in La Moncloa (6.4%).
As for citizens as an informative source, they are only referenced on the German portal (13.3%). Image
5 exemplifies their use for social awareness purposes, citing the personal experience of a young man
who overcame Covid-19.

ynaErfahrungen: Patientenbericht

"Es kann wirklich jeden treffen”

Image 5: German federal government web post about a personal experience with the virus.
Source: Bundesregierung, https://bit.ly/3bdMRPX
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The individual's story is exposed in the first person, with personal data of the person involved, of which
video statements and transcription of the most important enunciated aspects are provided. As has been
commented, there is a desire to sensitize the population about the pandemic through common subjects
identifiable with the public. This is relevant, given that the literature emphasizes the role of the
audience in spreading what is false (Pérez-Curiel and Velasco Molpeceres, 2020), something that has
been revealed in the “infodemic” spurred by Covid-19 (Nielsen et al., 2020).

Consequently, there is no appearance of citizens as objects of attention on institutional websites, after
detecting on Twitter that their interests differ in part from those favored by the political class in the
treatment of the pandemic. These findings, together with the preponderance of heads of government
and national organizations as sources, invite us to reflect on the link between the communication
implemented and the target audience.

5. Discussion and conclusions

In the context of health and economic crisis, the results obtained make it possible to answer the
questions formulated to compare some of the communication actions of different European
governments around the second wave of Covid-19. Concerning the first research question about
whether digital messages are organized around the same topics, objectives, and discourses,
differences of interest are observed by country. For the social network Twitter, the tone of Seibert
(Germany) and Sanchez (Spain) is institutional, compared to the more personal character of Costa
(Portugal) and Johnson (United Kingdom). However, the topic distribution of all these figures focus
on health actions, the economy, and foreign relations, with slight differences in Sanchez. The
purposes of these messages reflect a shared logic, which revolves around legislative announcements
and assessment of the situation. References to the EU also emerge in this variable, notorious in the
Portuguese and German cases. To all this is added the analysis of the tone as a communicative
framework, very balanced between positive and negative biases in Sanchez, Costa, and Johnson. The
German Seibert stands out from the aforementioned trend, with a preponderance of the neutral
approach.

Regarding websites, their contents show differences for each of the four countries in the sample. The
focus on political personalities from Republica Portuguesa and GOV.UK is channeled in the British
case in an informative way, while the Portuguese portal bets on greater evaluative weight.
Bundesregierung and La Moncloa are inclined towards factual issues, although the German
government shows a preference for the informational component and the Spanish government does
so for the evaluative one.

As a second contribution, it is appreciated that there are adaptations of the institutional strategy
depending on the tool (Twitter or website). Although the official portals continue with the dynamics
of the social network, the topic concentration is higher in them. Health actions as issues and
legislative measures and assessments of the situation in terms of objectives, reach higher percentages
in web news, in turn demonstrating the plurality of communicative action on Twitter. The issues and
purposes are repeated, but the concentration of the web contrasts with the fragmentation in this social
network. Furthermore, there is an abundant use of the government's strategy in La Moncloa, not
detected in Sanchez's profile.

As the third contribution in response to the correspondence between the disseminated content and the
audience’s interests, there is an absence of correlation between the objectives of the messages shared
by the leaders and those that achieve higher levels of attention according to the number of retweets.
The purposes that obtain a superior interaction on Twitter are the confrontation with political rivals
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and the allusion to government strategies, which do not coincide with the enunciation of measures
and the assessment of the situation prioritized by the leaders. This is also observed in the references
to the EU, common in Seibert and Costa, but which are the objective with the fewest retweets.

An additional element to highlight about the public is that citizens are hardly identified as sources in
institutional websites, except for the German government. On the other hand, the heads of
Government and other figures or institutions of an institutional nature monopolize the information
flow in the estimated period of the pandemic. This causes a potential disconnection between citizens
and their leaders, as can be deduced from the distribution of retweets by objectives, outside the
leaders' preferred frameworks.

As a discussion, we consider that digital platforms’ potential for creating conversation has been
underutilized from the institutional point of view, in line with previous research (Boerman and
Kruikemeier, 2016). The topics and objectives are limited to classic tasks such as the announcement
of proposals, linked here to the health field. However, joint findings of interest emerge, such as the
abundant references to the EU by the German and Portuguese governments, from which a claim to
propose a European solution to the pandemic is deduced. Other elements detected, such as allusions
to the economy in the profiles of the Spanish and Portuguese leaders on Twitter, can be linked to the
difficult situation suffered during the euro crisis (2010-2014) by those countries. This antecedent
would function as an explanatory factor for economic concern from the institutional point of view.

Our research contributes to the current discussions on government communication management,
showing that institutional websites present less plurality of topics and objectives than messages on
Twitter. Added to this is the deficient connection with citizens’ interests. The digital and extended
response by governments to Covid-19 also has differences between countries, depending on their
political and media cultures. Evidence of this is the aseptic approach in Germany, the prevalence of
political personalism in the United Kingdom, or the search for community solutions in the European
States.

Scientific inquiries into the first wave of Covid-19 underscore the use of incongruous institutional
communication in the face of the pandemic (Wang et al., 2021), which addressed a large amount of
data without sufficient coherence. Heterogeneous approaches were also detected among European
leaders in terms of recommended measures and the image transmitted on Twitter (Drylie-Carey et
al., 2020). Faced with this, Internet consumers in countries like Spain prioritized content that
appealed to empathy (Losada Diaz et al., 2020). This would explain the personalistic actions, typical
of cultural celebrities, of leaders like Sanchez during the first phase of the pandemic (Manfredi-
Sanchez et al., 2021) when the messages were focused on the health issue.

On the other hand, the results presented here for the second viral wave suggest certain changes, since
the communication of the four leaders not only refers to health aspects but also economic ones.
Attempts are observed to provide proposals or solutions that improve the situation that citizens are
going through, while heads of government like Sdnchez move towards a more institutional profile. In
any case, important divergences still exist between the communication applied by the different
European governments. Furthermore, the lack of citizen interest in political issues may imply an
added difficulty in achieving credibility and transparency, established as fundamental values in the
communicative management of Covid-19 (Ataguba and Ataguba, 2020). The arrival of vaccines at
the end of the analyzed cycle is another component to consider in the evolution of institutional
communication (Warren and Lofstedt, 2021).
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A limitation of our study is that it serves a limited sample, restricted to a singular moment. Precisely
this exceptional character attributes interest to the studied period, but research extended over time
would be necessary to verify the validity of the observed trends. Second, this proposal lacks tools to
assess the impact of these governments on public discussion, something that could be used to
determine the possible cause-effect relationship with the attention generated in the audience. Instead,
it has been advocated to disaggregate the communicative action in tweets and websites, comparing it
with two elements of interaction and participation.

In summary, this study reveals the characteristics and possible limitations of various strategies
implemented in the second wave of Covid-19, at the same time that it identifies shared and
differentiated patterns in countries belonging to a joint geographic space such as Europe. Digital
platforms, be they social networks or ad hoc institutional websites, can function as mechanisms for
democratic accountability, hence it is necessary to continue deepening their configuration at times of
enormous social significance.
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