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Abstract: This article shows the use of Twitter that the main official spokespersons of the Spanish
government made during the first weeks of the pandemic, with the aim of analyzing how government
health campaigns were managed during the exceptional period of the state of alarm to deal with
the COVID-19 pandemic and whether the instructions in terms of institutional management of
communication to combat the infodemic set by the World Health Organization (WHO) were followed.
This research considers the diffusion of official information in different phases of the first three
months of the government’s action (102 days) from the outbreak of COVID-19 in Spain (March
2020) and how it developed its approach to crisis communication using the Twitter accounts of
the President of the Spanish government (@sanchezcastejon), front-line leaders and the Ministry of
Health (@sanidadgob), the main public institution responsible for health crisis management with
the hashtags #EsteVirusLoParamosUnidos and #COVID-19. The results of a sample of 750 tweets
reveal how the official sources used a model of online communication with a particular emphasis
on informative and motivational tweets from leaders aimed at audiences (media and the general
public). At the same time, there is also an instructive function about the pandemic towards audiences
(general public and companies), with the Ministry and health authorities playing a key, proactive role
in an attempt to achieve informative transparency to mitigate the pandemic and infodemic.

Keywords: Twitter; COVID-19; pandemic; infodemic; crisis communication; political communication;
social media

1. Introduction

The use of social networks, in general, and Twitter, in particular, goes beyond the idea
of a mere network to link the press and the audience, or politicians and citizens. Twitter
was set up as a space where users can express their opinions, ideas and feelings about
public issues of global importance [1-3]. Any citizen using networks can access the work
of politicians and communicate criticism, suggestions or doubts [4—6]—undoubtedly, that
leads to greater transparency [7]. At the same time, they can give an opinion about the
news stories that the media prioritize and question their approach—that facilitates freedom
of expression [8,9].

Conventional communication processes have been joined by digital ones with the num-
ber of social networks and followers multiplying [10]. At the same time, politicians have in-
troduced networks into their communication strategy as an element of transparency [11,12],
where citizens can reply—with the risk that that entails. In that sense, political communica-
tion adds social networks to any action taken by the party. New parties have been created
and are reaping great electoral results thanks to their use of social media [13,14]. Several
studies [15] show the strategies of Trump and Johnson on Twitter during the pandemic,
revealing that that platform was, and is, a reference in non-substantiated communication
despite the fact that it may lead to an increase in misinformation. That was the conclusion
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of those studies, which stated that the populist discourse of leaders on Twitter regarding
COVID-19 generated disinformation.

Twitter is a network that is particularly popular in the political sphere given its impact
on users and also how it has become part of the agenda management of the media [16,17].
Similarly, it has become a very useful tool for managing institutional communication,
particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic [18-21]. Twitter, amongst other things, is now
a channel of information of governments sharing and consuming relevant information
in real time. Other authors [22,23] indicate that this network makes it possible to apply
an online, institutional communication model with a public relations strategy based on
transparency and a constant trickle of information.

The goal of this piece of work is to show how the Spanish government managed
the public health campaigns during the early phases of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020,
based on the messages published on the institutional Twitter accounts that the socialist
government of Pedro Sanchez used for that purpose in Spain.

1.1. Twitter, Pandemic and Infodemic

From another point of view, Twitter plays host to a three-way game in which politicians,
media and citizens communicate their messages directly to the general public [24,25]. This
scenario of interdependence was all the more evident during the pandemic when social
networks provided content for the media [26-28], being considered by journalism and
consultants as an entry point for the measures taken by those responsible for managing the
crisis and the news broadcast by traditional media regarding the pandemic [29,30].

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, there were precedents for the use of Twitter as a
platform for communication during other health crises, for example, the bird flu in 2009 and
Ebola in 2014 [31]. Similarly, other concepts linked to online health care, telemedicine [32]
or the relation between pharmaceutical laboratories and the media itself [33] are evidence
of the usefulness of different media strategies in the area of health, both from the traditional
and the digital perspectives.

Focusing on the pandemic caused by the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus, some studies
conclude that the use of Twitter for informing the public by the leaders of the G7 was a
predominant feature, coupled with its use for strengthening public morale [23,34]. Other
studies [35] point out that 65% of the leaders of United Nations countries have posted tweets
about the pandemic at some point, at the same time increasing their number of followers.

In moments of crisis, leaders not only bring social networks into their political com-
munication strategies, but they also increase the number of messages that they post on
them, being fully aware of the importance of how they influence the general public and the
electorate [36,37]. The COVID-19 pandemic was one of those moments when we fought to
combat the virus and also infodemig, i.e., the need for, and excess of, information, with a
proliferation of fake news [38,39], where social media in general, and Twitter in particular,
were a receptive scenario for it [40,41]. Some studies hold that Twitter contributed in a
different way by favoring disinformation at the same time as it published accurate health
information [20,42]. For that reason, other authors [43,44] claim that the benefits of this
network at an institutional level depend on it being managed correctly to counteract disin-
formation, since its ability to connect institutions (both public and private) with individuals
in a swift, direct and bidirectional way is obvious.

Despite the fact that the COVID-19 pandemic is an example of crisis communication
from an institutional standpoint, some authors [45] warn that it is an unprecedented
situation that breaks the models of crisis communication management in which social
media hold a key function, incorporating transparency and the publishing of reliable
information as opposed to information regarding the virus that has not been corroborated
or is false [46].

In one of its reports [47], the WHO stated that communication was fundamental for
public health systems when it comes to providing the population with information, since a
lack of it meant a loss of confidence and reputation, a negative economic impact and an
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increase in deaths. The organization expressed its concern about the excess of non-verified
information about COVID-19 on the Internet and social networks, calling this phenomenon
an “infodemic” and warned that it should be fought in the same way as pandemics. In that
sense, it appealed to different political leaders to carry out an institutional management
of communication that included answers and guidelines to follow in the case of a health
emergency. These were to include the following recommendations:

R1. Identifying spokespersons and involving the general public in cutting edge decision-
making with clear arguments [48].

R2. The publishing of coherent messages in all sectors; sharing information regularly
(every day at the same time).

R3. Using stories, photos and videos to illustrate key messages.

R4. Guiding the population to where they can obtain trustworthy information.

R5. Providing transparent communication via the channels that are most used by the
general public (traditional media and social networks) [49].

Citizens’ need for information and the overwhelming amount of information—both
corroborated and uncorroborated—have been the subject of many pieces of research [50-52].
Despite that, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought about a social infodemic with a high
percentage of disinformation in which it was difficult for the general public to find reliable
information. There are pieces of research that analyze, among other issues, the credibility
and perception of the COVID-19 vaccinations [53,54], the move to online training and
education during the pandemic [55-57], the use of masks [58] or even churches dealing
with COVID-19 [59] from different perspectives.

The joint existence of true and false information makes it difficult to find reliable
sources and recommendations [19,47]. At the same time, technology has allowed Twitter to
become the most used social media platform by international institutions and governments
as part of their digital communication strategies [60-62].

1.2. Objectives and Hypotheses

The main objective of this work is to explore how political leaders and public insti-
tutions were using Twitter in response to COVID-19, establishing Twitter as the official
source of direct information, and to observe whether or not the WHO recommendations to
combat the infodemic were followed.

Bearing in mind these main elements, the specific aims are:

OE1: To observe how regularly information was shared on Twitter, measuring period-
icity, number of tweets and times, to consider if there was a communication strategy over
the course of the time framework.

OE2: To identify the volume of interactions for the messages in terms of the number
of “comments”, “likes” and “retweets” in order to determine the rates, highlighting the
rate of “engagement”.

OES3: To classify and determine the type of format of content (images, graphs, gifs,
links and videos), taking into account the number of views of the videos.

OE4: To determine what the main thematic content posted on Twitter is.

In the research design, the following hypotheses were the starting point:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The communicative activity of the account of President Pedro Sanchez and
the Spanish Health Ministry in the management of the crisis became very active by means of Twitter.
The continual presence of information from these official sources became a strategy for controlling
official, ratified information for the general public, companies and the media.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The communication strategy of the Spanish government revealed a differ-
entiated split between informative and motivational content, which was more closely linked to
the president’s Twitter account (@sanchezcastejon) as opposed to instructions and/or educational
content, which featured more in the Health Ministry’s account (@sanidadgob).
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2. Materials and Methods

Irrespective of how Twitter is used, or by whom, there is no doubting that the content
created and shared by Twitter users—be they public or private—leaves a permanent digital
footprint and, as such, one which may be recovered for social research [63]. The analysis of
data on this network has contributed to many studies of diverse topics: electoral campaign
and political debate, information and disinformation, opinion trends and opinion leaders in
political conversation. Consequently, it has given rise to studies that shed light in scenarios
of crisis, among other issues of importance [64—68].

In this context, the advanced Twitter search ! used to select tweets were selected based
on a filter of two governmental hashtags with a sample of the messages posted on Twitter
during the 102-day study period. The result was 750 tweets, of which 133 came from
the president’s account, @sanchezcastejon, and 617 from the Ministry of Health account,
@sanidadgob. The choice of sample was carried out analyzing the content of the two
main hashtags that accounted for the information regarding the virus: #COVID-19 and
#EsteVirusLoParamosUnidos in the period from 12 March 2020 to 21 June 2020, which
corresponds to the state of alarm and represents the time of analysis of this research. One of
the main interests of the study is the communication strategy deployed as a first reaction to
a state of alarm, where mobility is restricted and the population is forced to remain confined
in a quarantine that lasted more than 3 months—an unprecedented, exceptional state.

On 11 February 2020, the WHO named the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus COVID-19 (coro-
navirus disease), and the hashtag #COVID-19 quickly appeared and spread through social
media, to the point of being the most mentioned hashtag in 2020 on Twitter with more than
400 million uses, by unique authors, worldwide. 2

The hashtag #EsteVirusLoParamosUnidos is the slogan of the institutional campaign
set up by the Spanish government on 15 March 2020. Hashtags on Twitter contribute to the
creation of ad hoc publics [69] about specific topics and issues, and they make it possible
to debate breaking news stories and other events of social importance. The president’s
press office, aware that communication “is mightier than action” [70], sought a slogan that
pervaded the whole of the motivational discourse of the crisis communication. On the
13th of March, at a brief press conference, the President of the Government revealed that a
state of alarm would be decreed the following day and finished his speech with the phrase:
“together, we will stop this virus”. The following day it appeared as a hashtag on his twitter
account, and on the 15th of March, as was stated above, it became part of a grand campaign
launched on all traditional media (written press, radio and television) and also online with
the hashtag: #EsteVirusLoParamosUnidos (“Together we will stop this virus”).

With the extracted sample, content analysis was carried out [71-74] in which variables
and categories were adjusted to the subjects of study set out, which allowed us to know how
communication was conducted from the main official sources and the public spokespersons
in the aforementioned social network: the President of the Spanish Government and
the Spanish Ministry of Health. The accounts chosen were @sanchezcastejon, President
of the Spanish Government and spokesperson of the highest degree of governmental
communication, and @sanidadgob, which belongs to the Spanish Ministry of Health, led by
the Minister, Salvador Illa. The Ministry of Health was the body of maximum authority of
the four that had been named by the government as appropriate Ministries (the others being:
Home Office, Ministry of Defence and Ministry of Transport, Mobility and Urban Agenda)
to manage the health crisis of the pandemic caused by the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus.

Once the data had been gathered, and with a view to building the code book correctly,
a pre-test was created, proportionally made up of 25% of the sample and taking into account
the following phases, as observed in the government’s communicative strategy:

Phase 1 (F1) State of alarm and lockdown: 12 March 2020 to 18 April 2020 when the
goal was to flatten the curve.

Phase 2 (F2) Scaling down: 19 April 2020 to 16 May 2020 when the goal was for the
number of positives to exceed the number of hospital admissions.
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Phase3 (F3) Recovery and re-building: 17 May 2020 to 21 June 2020 when the aim is
for the number of cases to fall sharply.

The coding paper or manual was based on that pre-test, which verified the choice
of variables and categories. As a first step, we contrasted the regularity (WHO R2) in
both accounts of the number of tweets per day and the time period in which they were
published. The format of the tweets (WHO R3-R4)—text-only or including some other
audio-visual element, such as, images, graphs, videos, gifs or links—was recorded. As a
second step, we measured engagement (WHO R5), which, in the context of Twitter, refers
to all those posts that give or receive some form of interaction (a retweet from another
account, links to a website, videos from other accounts or platforms, tweet cards or different
hashtags). Similarly, we took into account the percentage of the content of the hashtag,
which was dependent upon the press conference participation (WHO R1) of President
Pedro Sanchez, Health Minister Salvador Illa or Fernando Simon, the head of the Center
for the Coordination of Health Alerts and Emergencies (CCAES).

We also counted the interactivity of all possible network actions that serve to boost the
reach of tweets, called “KPI”s (key performance indicators): ‘comments’, indicating that
the user has added a written comment, ‘retweets’, a marker that appears when the user
has shared the tweet on their own Twitter account, and ‘likes’, indicating that the Twitter
user appreciates the content of the tweet. With these figures, we calculated the score for
comments, viralization and support, as well as the level of engagement—a metric used to
determine to what extent social network users are involved with any given account and
its content.

To complement the previous section and contrast the hypotheses, we carried out
content analysis with the initial split of the communication strategies expressed by the two
official accounts (@sanchezcastejon and @sanidadgob). Two large blocks of analysis were
established, thus allowing us to observe if the tweet was of an informative-communicative
nature or if, by contrast, it was instructive—educational. The Table 1 below shows the
ranking of the sub-topics in the main categories with the most prominent values in the
discourse of each account.

Table 1. Ranking of the issues linked to the official communication strategy.

Informative/Communicative Instructive/Educational
A. Informing about the state of alarm E. Instructions for the general public
B. Communicating data F. Assessing data
C. Announcing economic measures G. Sharing health measures
D. Communicating scientific breakthroughs H. Teaching about the message of unity
V. Others O. Others

Source: authors” own material.

3. Analysis and Results

In this section, we analyze the most relevant results, some of them related to the WHO
recommendations, in terms of leadership, regularity, interactivity, format of posts and
content analysis.

3.1. Leadership

The official spokespersons of the crisis communication in the official Twitter accounts
analyzed are clearly identified (WHO R1); below are three of them ranked in terms of
prominence from greatest to least:

B The President of the Government Pedro Sanchez has a constant presence in the first
phase of the pandemic (12 March 2020 to 18 April 2020), 68% of the total, through videos of
his appearances, photos and messages, decreases in the remaining two months (19 April
2020 to 21 June 2020).

B The Minister of Health, Salvador Illa, gained presence from 20 March 2020 as that
of the President of the Government diminished. The tweets show the minister’s daily
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appearances before citizens and the media and weekly appearances in Congress before
politicians.

B Lastly, the director of the CCAES, Fernando Simén, plays a visible role as spokesperson,
with a technical profile, in contrast to the political profile of the two previous, sharing the
spotlight with the Minister of Health, with a practically daily presence as of 1 April 2020.

3.2. Regularity

Table 2 shows the main descriptive statistics of the tweets analyzed between 12 March
2020 and 21 of June 2020. As was stated above, the president’s account has a lower number
of tweets (133) than that of the Ministry of Health (617), with the account of the President
of the Spanish Government (@sanchezcastejon) registering a daily average of 1.3 and the
account of the Spanish Ministry of Health (@sanidadgob) registering 6.05.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics for tweets analyzed between 12 March 2020 and 21 June 2020.

Twitter Accounts Tweets Average per Day Standard Deviation = Max. T/D  Min. T/D
@sanchezcastejon 133 13 0.44 8 0
@sanidadgob 617 6.05 0.06 15 0
Total 750

Source: Twitter and own elaboration.

This observation is interesting as one of the first results of the study, revealing that the
bulk of social network activity was carried out by the account of the Ministry of Health.

As regards maximum activity, as measured by the number of tweets in a single day, in
President Sanchez’s account it was eight tweets on the 17 March 2020 the day on which
Pedro Sanchez announced in his press conference “the largest mobilization of economic
resources in the history of Spain to create a social shield at the service of the Spanish
population of 200,000 million euro” (17 March 2020). As far as the account of the Spanish
Health Ministry is concerned, the peak of activity was 15 tweets and it was reached on
two days: the 2 April 2020, the day on which the Health Minister, Salvador Illa, appeared,
at his own request, before the Commission of Health and Consumption of the Congress
to inform about how the situation was evolving and the measures being taken as regards
#COVID-19. The other date with 15 tweets posted on the @sanidadgob account was the 4th
of May 2020, and it coincided with the announcement of a new extension of the state of
alarm and the beginning of the process of easing restrictions in which most of the Spanish
territory entered Phase 0 and the use of face masks became compulsory.

The president’s Twitter account @sanchezcastejon was created on 25 August 2009, and
in June 2020, it had 1,219,911 followers and 26,439 tweets posted, whereas the Ministry of
Health’s Twitter account @sanidadgob had 553,541 followers in June 2020 and had posted
25,247 tweets since its creation in December 2010. During the pandemic, the number of
followers rose in both accounts—by more than 100,000 in the first month of the pandemic,
specifically, 105,000 for @sanchezcastejon and 160,000 for @sanidadgob. The number of
followers fell for both accounts, and in the month of April 2020, the accounts gained 81,000
and 56,000 followers, respectively. In May 2020, they gained 41,000 and 33,000, respectively.
The most significant fall was in June: 28,157 on @sanchezcastejon, with @sanidadgob
experiencing an even greater fall—it only gained 7783 followers in June 2020 [75,76].

3.2.1. Activity on Each Twitter Account

Other, more significant results recorded in this study can be extracted by comparing the
activities of the Twitter accounts of the president and the Ministry, as set out in Figure 1. As
regards the regularity of the information, the graph shows the distribution of the messages
posted on each account and the aggregate of these over the time period.
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Figure 1. Comparison of activity on the accounts @sanchezcastejon and @sanidadgob. Source: Twitter
and own elaboration.

The first peaks of activity on the president’s account @sanchezcastejon appear on
the 14th and 17th of March, coinciding with the declaration of the state of alarm and the
mobilization of EUR 200,000 million as a social shield. One day later, on the account of the
Ministry @sanidadgob, on the 15th and 18th of March, these peaks were repeated with a
view to strengthening those messages.

Secondly, it is interesting to note the evolution of the number of posts on the Twitter
account of the Ministry of Health—far above the activity of the president’s Twitter account.
The account of the Ministry went from posting one tweet in the first days of the pandemic
to a peak of 13 posts on 20 March 2020 with a battery of recommendations as to what to
do in the face of the pandemic. The highest peak in posts of @sanidadgob was 15 tweets,
which was reached on two days: the 12th of April and the 4th of May. From that date on,
the activity of the Ministry’s account fell during the month of May, recording only two
peaks of activity—the 27th of May, when 10 days of official mourning were decreed for
the victims of COVID-19, and the 30th of May, when Phase 3 of the new normality was
reached. In the month of June, the activity of the Ministry’s account was very low and
remained so until the 20th of June (8 tweets), the eve of the opening of borders to receive
people arriving in Spain from the EU (except Portugal) when the Ministers Illa (Health)
and Abalos (Transport, Mobility and Urban Agenda) visited Madrid-Barajas airport to
check the controls that visitors would undergo.

As regards the account of the President of the Government @sanchezcastejon, its
highest activity was on 17 March 2020, with eight posts. Thereafter, we can appreciate an
irregular curve with peaks of activity coinciding with the president’s appearances at press
conferences and the subsequent extensions of the state of alarm, declining in the same way
as the Ministry’s in the month of May, recording a small peak of activity with four tweets
on 28 May 2020, related to the attempt to promote an effort in conjunction with the United
Nations. The idea was to reduce the impact of the pandemic in the most vulnerable nations.

Another of the elements that can be appreciated in this analysis of results, and which
is reflected in Figure 2 below, is the activity of the two Twitter accounts separated into the
three phases of the period studied: flattening the curve (F1), number of people leaving
hospital exceeds the number of cases (F2) and the fall in cases (F3).

The first phase, from 12 March 2020 to 18 April 2020—the most critical phase of the
pandemic when cases rose at a great rate, rising from 2968 on the 12 March [77] to 191,726
on the 18 April [78]—is the period in which the most extreme measures were taken: the
decree of the state of alarm, lockdown and the restricting of movement in the whole of
Spain for non-essential activities. In F1, the strategic objective of the government was to
flatten the curve, so it is necessary to inform the general public and attempt to make the
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measures taken effective enough to promote social discipline. It is the phase with most
activity in both accounts as is shown in the previous graph.
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Figure 2. Comparison of activity @sanchezcastejon and @sanidadgob by time period. Source: Twitter
and own elaboration.

In the second phase—that of easing restrictions—from 19 April 2020 to 16 May 2020,
the strategic objective of the Government of Spain was for the number of people leaving
hospital to be greater than the number of admissions of COVID-19 cases. In F2, we can
see a significant decrease in the activity of each account, however; whereas the Ministry
account fell by 50% in its activity, the president’s fell by 80%. The president lost presence
and protagonism in the second phase, both on Twitter and in appearances.

In the third and final phase, from 15 May 2020 until 21 June 2020, the stage of recovery
and rebuilding, the activity of each account increased significantly. During this phase, there
is a considerable fall in cases, and activities begin to resume; on 28 May 2020, there is a new
hashtag on the @sanidadgob account: #NoLoTiresPorLaBorda (“don’t throw it all away”).
In those tweets, both the president (spokesperson-leader) and the Ministry (institution
with highest responsibilities) made an extra effort to ensure the efficacy of the extreme
measures that had been taken and which had been strongly criticized by the rest of the
political groups. They were backed up by subsequent extensions of the state of alarm. For
that reason, the message on both accounts is uniform: “A new stage is beginning ... but the
warning is clear: the virus may reappear ... let’s not drop our guard, let’s continue to be as
responsible as possible” (Tweet from the account @sanchezcastejon on 20 June 2020 at 15:05
h) and: “The whole population of Spain has made great efforts to stop #COVID-19. You've
given your all, we can’t go back now and lose all we’ve achieved. Each gesture counts
#NoLoTiresPorLaBorda” (Tweet from the account @sanidadgob on 8 June 2020 at 20:00 h).

3.2.2. Timing of the Posting of Tweets

Another variable which serves as an analytical metric when it comes to studying
regularity of posts on social media are the time periods, particularly in order to have
a presence on social media at the time of maximum activity. Without doubt, the study
period is an atypical one during the first month of the pandemic, according to sources from
the social network Twitter; the total number of active users increased by 23%, reaching
164 million in one quarter when, in the previous year (2019), in the same month, there were
134 million registered users. The same sources say it is the greatest inter-yearly increase in
the figure in all its history [79]. This significant increase in activity during the health crisis
reveals the importance of Twitter when intervening on the social media, which is favored
by users for creating content and being informed. In Spain, this increase was reflected by a
total of 4.1 million users in 2020.
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Figure 3 shows a fragmentation in five time periods in which we can see the activity of
the Twitter accounts of the President of the Government and the Health Ministry of Spain.

Activity by time period

- 8:00-12:00 |5
o
S 12:00-15:00 |
a
g 15:00-18:00
= 18:00-21:00 |15
21:00-00:00
0 50 100 150 200
N¢ tweets

B _@sanidadgob W _@sanchezcastejon

Figure 3. Activity of @sanchezcastejon and @sanidadgob by time period. Source: Twitter and
own elaboration.

The president’s Twitter account peaked with 34 tweets posted between 9 p.m. and
midnight, in other words, “prime time”. On the other hand, the account of the Ministry of
Health registered 24 tweets in the same time period—the lowest recorded score in terms
of activity. Prime time for the account belonging to the Ministry of Health was between 6
p-m. and 9 p.m., with 179 tweets, a period in which the @sanchezcastejon account recorded
an average of 24 tweets. In other words, in the time periods when the Ministry has a
lot of activity, the account of the president has medium activity and vice versa—in the
time periods in which the @sanchezcastejon account posts more tweets, the @sanidadgob
account has medium or low activity. These results show that regularity (every day at
the same time) in a trickle of information, as indicated by the WHO R2, is essential to
combat misinformation.

3.3. Formats Used on the Twitter Accounts

Table 3 shows the formats that appear in the posts of the Twitter accounts analyzed.
We have counted images (mostly photographs), videos, graphs, links (to other accounts or
websites) gifs and text-only tweets.

Table 3. Formats used on the Twitter accounts of the Spanish government.

@sanchezcastejon @sanidadgob
n° % n° %

Images 6 5% 31 5%
Videos 90 68% 267 43%
Graphs 9 7% 255 41%
Links 9 7% 283 46%
Gifs 0 0% 22 4%
Text-only 19 14% 22 4%

Source: Twitter and own elaboration.

After coding the formats, it was noticed that there is a considerable number of videos
on both accounts, more so in the case of @sanchezcastejon with 68% of tweets of those
analyzed (90). Many of these videos show short clips of appearances of the President Pedro
Sanchez at press conferences, which were posted on Twitter shortly afterwards.

As regards the @sanidadgob account, we can highlight the number of both graphs and
links used—41% (255 tweets) for the former and 46% (283 tweets) for the latter. The websites
featured in the links are, in descending order: the Ministry of Health °, followed by the
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website of the Government of Spain #, also the Moncloa (presidential residence) website and,
finally, the website of the relevant Ministries 5. To a lesser extent, some of the posts contain
links to official organisms such as the Boletin Oficial del Estado (Official State Bulletin) °,
where the measures passed by Government are published, or the YouTube channel of the
Congress of Deputies 7, where people can follow a live link of the interventions at Congress
of different leaders to give account and explain the situation with the COVID-19 pandemic.
Both accounts use stories, graphics, photos and videos to illustrate and make information
about COVID-19 more understandable. However, it is the Ministry’s account that contains
more links to guide citizens to where to obtain accurate information, as indicated by WHO
recommendations (R3 y R4).

3.4. Interactivity of Users with the Twitter Accounts
In this section, we analyzed the interactivity of the followers of the Twitter accounts

analyzed and Twitter users in general using “comments”, “retweets”, “likes” and views of
videos from the posts of @sanchezcastejon and @sanidadgob. The numbers for each type of

interaction (comments, viralization, support and engagement) are shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Interactivity of the Twitter accounts of the Spanish government.

Twitter Accounts @sanchezcastejon @sanidadgob
Followers on 21 June 2022 1,219,911 553,541
Tweets analyzed 133 617
Comments 166,970 39,883
Retweets 158,712 177,403
Likes 446,419 564,104
Videos played 14,964,100 15,988,867
Rate of comments 14% 7%
Rate of viralization 13% 32%
Rate of support 37% 102%
Rate of engagement 63% 141%

Source: Twitter and own elaboration.

Observing the results shown in Table 4, the first figure worth highlighting is the
total number of views recorded by the videos. The 90 videos posted on the president’s
account registered nearly 15 million views (14,964,100), while the 267 videos on the Health
Ministry’s account received almost 16 million views (15,988,867). Of the most-viewed
videos on the @sanchezcastejon account, two stand out with over 1 million views: on 14
March 2020, when the President of the Government of Spain appeared to announce the
state of alarm (1,400,000 views) and a video of the president and the Health Minister on 21
March 2020, in which the Scientific Committee for following COVID-19 was set up. The
text of that tweet expressed the government’s gratitude to scientists for their effort to defeat
coronavirus (1,400,000 views).

In the Twitter account of the Ministry of Health, @sanidadgob, there is a video that
amassed 4 million views on 17 March 2020. The video is a montage of real images of
people in lockdown only three days after the state of alarm was declared. The text of the
tweet acknowledges that “these are tough days, but thanks to the sacrifice of all, we will
overcome. Each day that goes by brings us closer to stopping this, closer to enjoying our
families and friends once again. We'll do it! Together #EsteVirusLoParamosUnidos”.

The scores for interactivity and interaction are shown in Figure 4 below.

The analysis reveals a high level (63%) of “engagement” in the president’s Twitter
account, anything over 25% being considered “high” [3]. Having said that, an even more
remarkable score is the 141% for “engagement”, registered by the account of the Ministry
of Health. That figure shows that not only the followers of the @sanidadgob account
but also other Twitter users interact with the Ministry’s account with “likes” (564,104),
“retweets” (177,403) and, to a lesser degree “comments” (39,883). Interestingly, interactivity
by “comments” on the president’s account (166,970) is higher than on the Ministry account.
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Figure 4. (a) Interactivity of the Twitter accounts @sanchezcastejon and @sanidadgob. (b) Rates
of interaction of the Twitter accounts @sanchezcastejon and @sanidadgob. Source: Twitter and
own elaboration.

Applying other approaches to the analysis, it is worth pointing out that a large
percentage of the tweets from both accounts are interactive: 69% (92) of Sanchez’s ac-
count and 68% (419) of the Ministry account, at the same time bearing in mind that any
tweet that was a retweet from the content of another account or contained a link to a
video was considered “interactive”. Of the 133 tweets in the sample from the @sanchez-
castejon account, the results of this study reveal that most of them summarize the inter-
ventions of the President—66 tweets (50%)—and the decisions taken at the Council of
Ministers—39 tweets with the label “CMin” (26%).

It should also be noted that, of the 617 tweets from the account of the Ministry
@sanidadgob, appearances (60%) are one of the most important contents, accounting for
10% more than on the account of the president. This difference is due to the fact that the
Ministry account registers both the appearances of the Minister for Health, Salvador Ills
(political spokesperson), and those of Fernando Simoén (technical spokesperson), the head
of the Center for the Coordination of Health Alerts and Emergencies (CCAES).

3.5. Content Analysis of the Twitter Accounts: By Focus

Finally, in terms of a consideration of the results, this study carried out a content
analysis of the sample. Below, in Table 5, we see the two approaches in terms of their focus,
categorized as: informative-communicative, which covers information regarding the state
of alarm, data, economic and health measures and scientific breakthroughs. The other
scale shows the instructive—educational focus, which explains the issues, using them for
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teaching purposes, assesses and analyzes the data, establishes guidelines for action, offers
advice and shares a motivational discourse in order to promote national unity and social
discipline in the face of the virus.

Table 5. Focus of the content of the accounts @sanchezcastejon and @sanidadgob.

Twitter Accounts: @sanchezcastejon @sanidadgob
Focus n° Tweets % n°® Tweets %
Informative/Communicative 66 50% 245 40%
Instructive/Educational 67 50% 372 60%
Totals: 133 617

Source: Twitter and own elaboration.

Of the total number of messages on the Twitter account of the President of the Gov-
ernment of Spain, Pedro Sanchez, the analysis concludes that 50% have an informative—
communicative focus, and the focus of the other 50% is instructive—educational, whereas
the focus of the content of the Ministry account is mainly instructive—educational (60%).

3.5.1. Informative-Communicative Focus

If we break down the different items used to categorize the informative-communicative
focus, the results obtained are shown in Figure 5.

Informative-Communicative Content

35%
30%
25%
20%
]50()
100()
H N
0% Scientifi
t
The state of  Communic Economic centitie
. breakthrou Others
alarm ating Data = measures
ghs
|| _@sanidadgob 7% 28% 1% 4% 0%
B _@sanchezcastejon 19% 1% 22% 2% 6%

B _@sanchezcastejon M _@sanidadgob

Figure 5. Tweets with informative-communicative content on the Twitter accounts of the Government
of Spain. Source: Twitter and own elaboration.

If the focus of the analysis is on informative-communicative content (Figure 5), and
bearing in mind the table from the categories set out in the code book, in the president’s
account @sanchezcastejon, the highest percentage of posts (22%) focus on communicating
the economic measures that the Government of Spain passed to alleviate the crisis (as
opposed to 1% in the Ministry account). The communication of action, i.e., proactive content,
rests with the figure of the president, strategically speaking, on the Twitter social media.

On the Ministry account @sanidadgob, the most numerous informative tweets (28%)
focused on informing and communicating the data of the pandemic: number of cases,
deaths, number of people leaving the hospital and number of tests carried out. How-
ever, this type of content is virtually non-existent in the tweets from the account of the
president—only 1%.
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As regards the remaining items of a communicative-informative focus, the president’s
account has a higher percentage of content related to information about the state of alarm
(19%). It also informs about the measures it entails, how any extension must be requested
at Congress and the benefits it brings despite the criticism it received from other political
parties outside government. Finally, in terms of scientific breakthroughs, there was very
little content on both accounts during the first three months of the pandemic (4% on
@sanidadgob and 2% on @sanchezcastejon).

To illustrate these results, two tweets are shown in Figure 6. They are two examples
of communicative acts: one belongs to the Ministry Twitter account and the other to
the president’s.

Ministerio de Sanidad &

‘lii' Pedro Sinchez &

Comparezco ante el para pedir una
prérroga del Estado de Alarma, del confinamiento. Para
solicitar tiempo, porque es imprescindible para vencer
al virus seguir privandole de su principal arma de
difusién: nuestros propios contactos sociales.

<l Datos actualizados de
® Situacién actual:
@ Puedes encontrar informacién méas amplia y

explicacion técnica de los datos por CCAA en este
enlace:

COVID-19 SITUACIGN EN ESPANA

Lunes, 20 de abril de 2020

CASOS
200210
PERSONAS
conanas  RCLALY
PERSONAS
FaLLecioes AL

Mas informacion 10
3 ph - 119.04.
oot sl fatos erasebdades 1 1as 2100 boas e 19.04 2020

olas futuras. Esto es muy
importante seforias: b
SS,QMW

(a) (b)

Figure 6. (a) An example of communicative action using the data for the COVID-19 pandemic.
Source: Twitter, @sanidadgob, tweet from 20 April 2020 at 12:18. (b) Example of communicative
action about the extension of the state of alarm. Source: Twitter, @sanchezcastejon, tweet on 25 March
2020 at 10:44 p.m.

In the tweet on the left, Figure 6a, from the Ministry of Health account, there is a graph
showing the situation of Spain for COVID-19 with the number of confirmed cases (200,120),
people who recovered (80,587) and people who have died (20,852), as well as a link to find
detailed, further information for each autonomous community.

In the tweet on the right, Figure 6b, from the president’s account, there is a video of
Sanchez at Congress, and the text refers to that event: “myself appearing before @Con-
greso_Es to request an extension of the State of Alarm in lockdown”. It is a communicative
action in which the president asks for time “to defeat the virus”. As the WHO (R5) warned
nations with high COVID-19 on the use of clear arguments and consistent messages in
all channels: the Ministry’s account reports on the evolution of epidemiological data with
simple supporting graphics and the president’s account reports on the difficult decisions to
be made with simple arguments.

3.5.2. Instructive- Educational Focus

Secondly, with the emphasis on an instructive—educational approach (Figure 7), we
can observe a clear dominance of three of the instructive-educational items in the case of
the Twitter account of the Ministry compared to the president’s account, except in messages
of unity.
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Figure 7. Tweets with an instructive—educational focus from the accounts of the Government of Spain.
Source: Twitter and own elaboration.

The first item, related to instructions regarding coronavirus as communicated to the
general public and companies by the Ministry of Health, accounted for 15% of all content
of posts, whereas the score on the president’s account @sanchezcastejon was only 2%.

In second place—an assessment of data—the Ministry account assigned 10% of its
content to that, whereas in the case of the president’s, it was 0%. It is striking that no
assessment content appears in the president’s posts, but it is even more striking that the
tweets that appear on the Ministry account related to this area is a task assigned to a
spokesperson figure and not a political one. It fell to the head of the CCAES, Fernando
Simon, to explain and make epidemiological assessments—on Twitter it was conducted
using videos with summaries of some of his interventions. Thirdly, with the sharing of
health measures, it is the Ministry account, with 21%, rather than 5% for the president’s,
which assumes responsibility for this task.

The data indicate that the communicative task assigned to the Health Ministry’s Twitter
account is one of sharing, explaining and using the health measures being introduced to
prevent the spread of SARS-CoV-2 for teaching purposes—the so-called 6”"M’s” (alliteration
in Spanish): use of face masks, hand-washing, social distancing (1.5 m), less contact, more
ventilation and stay at home.

Other posts from the Ministry explain other issues, for example: how to recognize
the illness and not mistake it for others, what to do with a case, the importance of early
detection with a test, how to protect the most vulnerable and, most importantly, instructing
about the efficacy of the coming vaccinations which represent—for the government’s action
strategy—the final victory.

Before looking at two examples of tweets from each account as instructive—educational
actions, one other relevant result should be pointed out: 42% of tweets from the @sanchez-
castejon account are identified with the category of messages for “uniting”. These messages
that appear on the Twitter account of the highest-ranking spokesperson are messages of
unity steeped in a strong educational style. They strengthen the morale of the nation with a
motivational discourse: we will stop this virus together, we go out and come in together,
we protect the most vulnerable, we appreciate those who work on the front line, we feel
sorrow and mourn the victims and a call to political and social unity (the governments of
autonomous communities, political parties and players in society).

This discourse also goes beyond the national sphere and seeks to feed the idea that
Spain is not alone in this struggle, but, rather, it has the backing of the EU and the guidelines
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and advice of the WHO and the UN. Sanchez was promoting global unity in the face of a
crisis of global proportions, from Twitter.

Figure 8 represents two examples of tweets from each account as instructive-educational
actions. The image on the left, Figure 8a, is from a tweet published on the account of the
Ministry of Health recommending the use of face masks beside an explanatory video of how
to use them properly, in what is clearly an action to instruct.

G Pedro Sanchez &

F A Ministerio de Sanidad &

@ Las mascarillas higiénicas se recomiendan para la
poblacién general sana en situaciones en las que no se
puede mantener la distancia de seguridad.

Un dia més es un dia menos. Gracias al esfuerzo de
todos y todas venceremos al .Somos un
gran pais, una sociedad unida y solidaria que estos dias
esta mostrando lo mejor de si misma. No bajemos la
guardia, sigamos adelante, lo vamos a conseguir.

Aprende en este video la forma adecuada de usarlas y
en qué situaciones ponérsela.

EN LA POBLACION
GENERAL

(b)

Figure 8. (a) Example of an instructive action about the appropriate use of face masks. Source: Twitter,
@sanidadgob, tweet on 25 April 2020 at 06:16 p.m. (b) Example of a motivational instructive action.
Source: Twitter, @sanchezcastejon, tweet on 1 April 2020 at 08:56 p.m.

The image on the right, Figure 8b, is from a tweet posted on the account of the
President of the Government in which he appreciates the efforts citizens are making with
video. He speaks of Spain as a great country, with a united and supportive society, but it
must not drop its guard. It is a clear example of a communicative action to motivate.

4. Conclusions and Discussion

In the general context of this piece of research, the information in circulation during
the first phases of the pandemic was copious. The data available and which were being
shared by different sources—both public, official and of a different nature—made the public
vulnerable to news stories, in particular fake news. In that sense, the considerable increase
in the circulation of information where information confirmed by official sources appeared
alongside fake or unsubstantiated news, led to confusion, which, in turn, could have given
rise to a public health risk [80]. Faced with a worldwide emergency, in a situation of
uncertainty, information became a central element when it came to tackling the pandemic
with social networks playing a key role [22]. The different specific objectives set out in
this study reflect what type of information was shared and produced by the officialdom
of the Twitter accounts of the President of the Government of Spain and the Ministry of
Health and collected in hashtags. The data offered on the accounts @sanchezcastejon and
@sanidadgob show a constant stream of information during the period analyzed, coinciding
with the beginning of the pandemic, with the Spanish Ministry of Health taking on a
greater leadership role. On the Twitter account, @sanidadgob, the online communication
strategies were put into practice with greater intensity during the period studied than on
the @sanchezcastejon account, and both stood as a governmental information channel [18]
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to contain the pandemic when it was necessary to maintain lockdown and flatten the curve
of cases (F1). After the over-exposure of the president in the first phase, he took a step
back, letting other political leaders come to the fore: the Minister for Health, Salvador Illa,
and more technical players, Fernando Simén, head of the CCAES. The results show that
the messages of the President of the Spanish Government were fewer, albeit with greater
visibility, being clear, convincing and resolute (F2 y F3).

The COVID-19 crisis was on a world scale, and information, lack of information and
fake news, among other features, had a key role. From the perspective of the diffusion of
false content on a large scale, social networks have made a contribution to that scenario,
generating negative consequences in many ways [81]. The large dimensions of the pan-
demic meant that the WHO warned of a problem of infodemic, which had to be tackled
since several dysfunctional elements were present at the same time, such as, disinformation,
fake news and conspiracy theories [82], which hindered the efficacy of the preventative
measures recommended to governments. The official sources of the Government of Spain
analyzed in this research work collect the recommendations of the WHO [47], (Table 6):

Table 6. Checklist of WHO recommendations to combat infodemic.

Who Recommendations Study Results

R1.1 Identification of spokespersons. -Govt. President; Health Minister; CCAES Technical Dir.

R1.2 Informing decisions with clear arguments.

-President informs of the measures/Minister and Technician explain
situation and measures.

R1.3 Consistent messages in all sectors. -Coherence in the two Twitter accounts.

R2. Regularity (same day at the same time). -Alternate time slots for President and Minister.

R3.1 Use stories, photos, videos. -High content in both accounts.

R4. Guide the citizen to truthful information. -Links to web M. Sanidad, La Moncloa, other M., BOE.

R5. Use the channels used by citizens.

-Accounts increased number of followers and their content, high
engagement rate and high number of reproductions.

Source: WHO and own elaboration.

About the importance of regularity when publishing messages constantly and fre-
quently, in the results pertaining to the time periods, it was observed that there is a
continuity between the Twitter accounts of the President Pedro Sanchez and that of the
Spanish Ministry of Health, which complement the official discourse over different time
periods. That indicated a calculated strategy in which each leader—spokesperson had their
prime time broadcast slot: @sanidagob from 18:00 h to 21:00 h and @sanchezcastejon from
21:00 h to 00:00 h.

The fight against the pandemic and infodemic revealed the need for official information
published by world leaders, in which Twitter was to have a strong presence [35]. In
the case of Spain, the two accounts studied saw their number of followers rise by over
250,000 [75,76], and the rate of ‘engagement’ or rate of commitment was equally high: 68%
@sanchezcastejon, 142% @sanidadgob.

This suggests that the tendency in the community of followers with their comments,
retweets and likes has been loyal to the content posted on both accounts, and, in addition,
the number of plays of the videos posted was close to 15 million in each account.

Regarding the first hypothesis, the increase in activity in a continued and systematic
way in both accounts analyzed confirms a communication strategy of the Spanish gov-
ernment where official information is not only verified and aimed at citizens, but also
companies and the media. The constant publishing of tweets on both accounts consoli-
dates the leaders and the government as official sources with substantiated information,
which is backed by clips of their interventions in Congress, in press conferences and other
actions. There is also a feeding of content with links to the rest of official websites (compe-
tent Ministries), providing citizens, companies and the press with updated content on a
daily basis.
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Notes

With the second hypothesis, focused on a split communicative strategy of the Spanish
government, where a more informative and motivational function on the president’s
account was presumed and a more instructive—educational one with the Ministry of Health,
there do not appear to be major differences in that respect with the president’s Twitter
account. Sanchez divides his content equally between informative content: announcements
about political measures (state of alarm), economic measures (social shield), and health
measures (purchase of health material and obligatory use of face masks), and educational
content to strengthen public morale (we will stop this together, united we are stronger).

The informative interventions on the president’s Twitter account are linked to aspects
of political action, related to government decisions and are more of a journalistic action
with their own headline, an image (photo or video) aimed at the media, while educational
actions are linked to more civic aspects such as unity, appealing to the Spanish public’s
responsibility and social discipline, and they are aimed at the general public, taking ad-
vantage of the fact that Twitter can connect quickly, directly and in both directions the
institutions (public and private) to the media and individual [43].

At the same time, it can be said that the account of the Spanish Ministry of Health
has a content that is mainly instructive and educational (60%); it aims its messages at the
general public and companies, explaining the measures that the President has announced.
It interprets and assesses the data, backing up the health measures with a high percentage
of tweets posted containing links (46%) to other official websites that contain data and
press releases. The study has discovered that the communicative-informative actions of
(@sanidadgob) focus on the communication of data (25% of content), one of the hardest
informative tasks during the COVID-19 pandemic and one that was never strategically
designed for the account nor the appearances of the President of the Government. Other
studies [83] reach similar conclusions when analyzing the content of the Twitter accounts
and interventions in press conferences of the President and Minister Illa.

These results show that the crisis communication strategies of the Government of
Spain, applying a model of institutional communication in the traditional media and the
social networks, Twitter, are public communication strategies founded on transparency
and a constant informative presence. They serve to bring the public closer to the official
sources, thus tackling the pandemic and the infodemic at the same time [84,85].
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