
e290504 Profesional de la información, 2020, v. 29, n. 5. e-ISSN: 1699-2407     1

European leaders unmasked: Covid-19 
communication strategy through Twitter
Lindsey Drylie-Carey; Sebastián Sánchez-Castillo; Esteban Galán-Cubillo

How to cite this article:

Drylie-Carey, Lindsey; Sánchez-Castillo, Sebastián; Galán-Cubillo, Esteban (2020). “European leaders unmas-
ked: Covid-19 communication strategy through Twitter”. Profesional de la información, v. 29, n. 5, e290504.

https://doi.org/10.3145/epi.2020.sep.04

Manuscript received on June 4th 2020
Accepted on July 21th 2020

Lindsey Drylie-Carey  
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1652-3685

Glasgow Caledonian University
School for Business and Society
Cowcaddens Rd
Glasgow G4 0BA, United Kingdom
L.Carey@gcu.ac.uk

Sebastián Sánchez-Castillo *
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3751-6425

Universitat de València
Facultad de Filología, Traducción y 
Comunicación
Av. de Blasco Ibáñez, 32
46010 València, Spain
sebastian.sanchez@uv.es

Funding

This research was supported by the national R&D project Estrategias, agendas y discursos en las cibercampañas 
electorales: medios de comunicación y ciudadanos (CSO2016-77331-C2-1-R), funded by the Spanish Ministry of 
Economy and Competitiveness for 2017-2020

Abstract
The coronavirus disease Covid-19 (SARS-CoV-2) pandemic is exacting a huge toll on individuals, families, communities, 
and societies across the world. The study of public communication is a key aspect for slowing the spread of the virus 
and therefore reducing the death rate. This article analyses political leaders’ crisis communication during the Covid-19 
pandemic of the most affected European countries, Boris Johnson (United Kingdom), Emmanuel Macron (France), Pe-
dro Sánchez (Spain) and Giuseppe Conte (Italy), in addition to Tedros Adhanom as a representative of the World Health 
Organisation (WHO) and Ursula Von der Leyen President of the European Union (EU). The study focuses on the visual 
information (images and videos) published in their Twitter profiles, with the aim of highlighting the strategies of recom-
mendations by health authorities during the first 40 days of the pandemic. After analysis of the visual content of 634 
tweets, the results show significant differences amongst the preventative measures recommended (social distancing, 
use of masks, hand washing, etc.) and the public image projected by the leaders in their Twitter profiles.
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1. Introduction
Since the Covid-19 pandemic has expanded globally, public health institutions, non-profit organisations and govern-
ments have reacted by providing precise information to the population about the illness (Lipsitch; Swerdlow; Finelli, 
2020; Thelwall; Thelwall, 2020), with the intention of successfully arresting the virus responsible for hundreds of thou-
sands of deaths globally. Previous sanitary crises such as H5N1 (1997), H1N1 (2009), SARS (2002), MERS (2012), H7N9 
Avian Influenza (2013) or the Ebola virus (2014), showed that social networks and mobile technologies played an essen-
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tial role in the diffusion of information and were decisive elements of the public health strategies (Wise, 2001; Tirkko-
nen; Luoma-aho, 2011; Liu; Kim, 2011). The containment success of any type of public health crisis depends, to a large 
extent, on the effective communication of the risk factors and measures of protection. The World Health Organization 
(WHO) has an obvious focus on the importance of communication which achieves maximum results in terms of healthy 
behavioural change, whilst minimising risks. In concrete, the WHO indicates that social communication is decisive in the 
pursuit to convince populations of adopting measures that can avoid risks during sanitary crises (Parks; Lloyd, 2004) and 
is a tool for controlling pandemic bursts (Brennan; Gutiérrez, 2011).

Sanitary crises are exceptional situations which produce uncertainties on a grand scale, and negative emotions such as 
fear, distrust and anger can form strong barriers to an effective communication strategy (Guidry et al., 2017). The Per-
ception of Risks model developed by various authors (Covello et al., 2001; Baron; Hershey; Kunreuther, 2000; Fischhoff, 
1989; Chess et al., 1995; Glik, 2007; Cairns; De-Andrade; MacDonald, 2013) explains the processes concerned with 
disseminating information related to risk, how it affects perceptions related to citizenship and how to take the decisions 
related to risk. Thus, confidence in the information is key in the formation of risk perception, which could potentially lead 
to ineffectiveness depending on recommendations and sanitary guidelines (Covello et al., 2001; Guidry et al., 2017; Rey-
nolds, 2009). At times, the perception of confidence or distrust (Masip et al., 2020) emphasises the lack of agreement 
exhibited by the experts and leaders (Guidry et al., 2017). Research suggests that the reputation of an institution or lea-
der has a strong influence on public confidence (Coombs; Holladay, 2002; Renn; Levine, 1991; Palenchar; Heath, 2007).

Social networks have transformed the mode in which organisations and leaders communicate with their stakeholders 
enabling an effective and direct dialogue (McAllister-Spooner, 2009; Sommerfeldt; Kent; Taylor, 2012; Kata, 2010). 
Social media presents a huge opportunity for involving citizenship in political decisions (Dubois; Gaffney, 2014; Agre, 
2002; Dahlgren, 2005; Hindman, 2009; Dubois; Dutton, 2012), as leaders use their visibility in the online world to spread 
messages (Rogers, 2010; Katz; Lazarsfeld, 1955; Bakshy et al., 2011; Watts; Dodds, 2007). This interactivity is an under-
pinning contributor to the importance of social networks to the field of risk communication (Alhabash; McAlister, 2014; 
Bortree; Seltzer, 2009; Lovejoy; Waters; Saxton, 2012). In addition, using visual archives, videos, photographs and gra-
phics, can significantly increase the understanding of the phenomenon in comparison to only using textual information 
(Covello, 2003; Houts et al., 2006).

With regards to crisis communication, in concrete, Twitter has been the object of investigation on different occasions 
(Coombs, 2012; Utz; Schultz; Glocka, 2012; Veil; Buehner; Palenchar, 2011; Simon et al., 2014; Hagen et al., 2017; Horn-
moen et al., 2018). Various studies have indicated an increasing use of social networks, especially Twitter, in this context, 
due to its accessibility and immediacy. Its capacity to augment the diffusion of information during a crisis, whilst linking 
the users with sources of critical information in real time, is a fundamental consideration for public health managers and 
political agents (Hughes; Palen, 2012; Latonero; Shklovski, 2011). The authorities can monitor and offer direct responses 
to users’ concerns (McInnes; Hornmoen, 2018). The activity in the networks can allow authorities to reduce citizen anxiety, 
inform, detect peaks at an early stage, and minimise virus propagation (Bernardo et al., 2013; Aramaki; Maskawa; Morita, 
2011; Lamb; Paul; Dredze, 2013; Paul; Dredze, 2011). In conclusion, Twitter offers a horizontal communication environ-
ment which contrasts with the traditional vertical structures prevalent in the communication of an emergency situation 
(Schultz; Utz; Göritz, 2011; Coobms, 2012; Utz; Schultz; Glocka, 2012; Veil; Buehner; Palenchar, 2011).

2. The influence of image in politics
It is well known that images can play a critical role when members of the public are evaluating politicians. Specifically, 
voters are looking for determined qualities in political leaders (Bailenson et al., 2008; Lalancette; Raynauld, 2019). 
Images play a key role in the interpretation of a message for many reasons. Images are perceived as the best tool to 
effectively present information that is relevant in a political debate (Birdsell; Groarke, 2007; Alonso-Muñoz; Casero-Ri-
pollés, 2020). Visual communication has always been a key aspect of political communication. However, in the last two 
decades, its importance has increased. Audiovisual media such as television (in multiple screens and with an infinite 
range of topics, channels and levels of interactivity) has become the principal source for receiving information for a large 
part of citizenship. Political leaders are aware of the importance of visuals and they study carefully the strategy to build 
an effective image of themselves through audiovisual resources. Visual imaging plays a central role in constructing poli-
tical leadership (Schill, 2012). Despite the importance images hold within political communication (Casero-Ripollés, Sin-
tes-Olivella; Franch, 2017), their value has not been extensively researched until now with some exceptions (Barnhurst; 
Quinn, 2012; Filimonov; Russmann; Svensson, 2016; Powell et al., 2015; Schill, 2012). Images are gaining importance 
in political discourse and are replacing narrative. Images have been a central component of political communication, 
especially since the onset of television, but their role has increased exponentially in the last 20 years through the develo-
pment of the Web and social media platforms (Filimonov; Russmann; Svensson, 2016). In spite of this, text has not been 
discarded and particular scholarly studies are detecting that the use of texts, titles and additional information alongside 
the images can improve the impact of the publication (Lego-Muñoz; Towner, 2017).

The dichotomy between text and image can be further represented by a relevant example of disintermediation (Váz-
quez-Sande; García-Abad; Pineda-Martínez, 2019) related to the president of the United States. Donald Trump, during 
his visit to a Ford factory in May 2020, declared that he did not want to give the press the gratification of seeing him 
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in a face mask (Enli, 2017). His reputation as an eccentric president leads many of us to think that what differentiates 
him from other political leaders is his capacity for communicating directly without filtering the information. Trump’s 
declaration shows to which extent the decision to wear or not a mask in public has been a function of the leader’s com-
munication strategy. In short, although the rest of the leaders can follow a similar strategy (in this case calculating the 
convenience of wearing masks) they are not conscious of this. Through the analysis of their public communications it 
can be determined how carefully they manage to avoid specifically referring to the health crisis. Characteristically using 
a Minister or Aide for delivering data relating to levels of contagion and deaths and Experts for giving advice about social 
distancing or the use of masks. 

3. Authentic leadership
Authentic leadership has a supporting role in the extent to which government has credibility and is therefore even more 
vital during the unfolding of a pandemic situation such as Covid-19 (Stander; De-Beer; Stander, 2015). This research has 
enabled the drawing of conclusions relating to the level of authentic leadership displayed by the respective European 
leaders involved in the pandemic. In their review of the literature relating to authenticity and authentic leadership 
(Gardner et al., 2011) suggest that the development of the construct can be summed up by four principal dimensions: 

- self-understanding, 
- objective appreciation and recognition of personal limitations, 
- personal actions, and 
- interpersonal relationships.

The notion of authentic leadership is further underpinned by a raft of theoretical foundations, including morality, emo-
tional intelligence, personal values, leadership per se and well-being (Walumbwa et al., 2010) amongst others. For 
this research it is vital to drill down to the particular area of authenticity which underpins the context, i.e. the political 
arena. Authentic leadership has been examined widely including within the areas of education (Nordhal, 2009), religion 
(Edwards; Kim, 2019) and within the context of the ar-
med forces (Tucker, 2012). However, the examination of 
the construct within the political agenda is less wides-
pread. There are some studies concerned with persona-
lity traits and leadership styles (Pittinsky; Tyson, 2005; 
Paramova, 2014) and political skill (Douglas; Ferris; Pe-
rrewe, 2005) but in comparison to the context of edu-
cation and organizational development, this is an area 
where authentic leadership and by extension, authentic 
authority has been neglected. This may be a representation of the evolution of the current profile of the political role in 
itself where, to enter the political sphere, implies the acceptance of personal scrutiny and of allegiance to a viewpoint 
which is not always a true representation of closely held personal views. What has emerged, through the extant research 
from disparate contexts, are particular characteristics and trends which are universal to authentic leadership. 

Levels of engagement, presentational aspects and symbols are used to analyse Twitter visual communications (images 
and videos) during the initial 40 days of the Covid-19 pandemic as a determination of the authenticity of leadership for 
the specific European leaders this research is concerned with in order to draw conclusions about their communication 
strategies for coping with the greatest global crisis since World War II.

This article aims to address three particular research questions: 

RQ1. How did the 6 political leaders perform in terms of crisis communication during the initial period of the 
Covid-19 pandemic?

RQ2. Which topics related with the health authorities recommendations have been highlighted by the 6 political 
leaders in their personal Twitter feed audiovisual representations during the first 40 days of the pandemic?

RQ3. Are there significant differences amongst the preventative measures recommended (social distancing, use 
of masks, hand washing, etc.) and the public image projected by the leaders in their Twitter profiles?

4. Method
The research design was to examine how the European leaders responsible for the countries most affected by Covid-19 
planned their crisis communication on Twitter, from March 14 to April 22, 2020. To this end, uploaded audiovisual files 
from the Twitter profiles have been analyzed (M=3.35, SD=1.657) for Emmanuel Macron (@EmmanuelMacron), Boris 
Johnson (@BorisJohnson), Pedro Sánchez (@sanchezcastejon), Tedros Adhanom (@DrTedros), Giuseppe Conte (@Giu-
seppeConteIT) and Ursula von der Leyen (@vonderleyen). The selection took into account the highest incidence of the 
Covid-19 pandemic during the period, Italy (24,648 deaths), Spain (21,717), France (20,796) and the United Kingdom 
(17,337). Countries that represent 78.63% of the total of those who died on that date in Europe (107,453). A total of 634 
tweets with audiovisual content were retained, with a distribution by leaders, France (n= 89, 14%), United Kingdom (n= 
102, 16.1%), Spain (n= 187, 29.5%), Italy (n= 32, 5%), WHO (n= 95, 15%), EU (129, 20.3%).

This research adds to extant literature 
in this area by combining areas related 
to the use of social media during crisis 
communication and the scope and func-
tion that authentic leadership plays in 
this context
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The codebook with the variables under study was constructed from a dual perspective, deductive and inductive. First, 
a list of variables was created using the deductive method according to the intent of the investigation. Subsequently, 
inductively, after an exhaustive content analysis of all the variables, those that were not pertinent, present or redundant, 
were eliminated, including some that were initially ignored. Finally, a code book with 9 complex variables emerged. The 
first 6 variables are multiple in nature, thus ensuring the multiplicity of options to define a given audiovisual file:

- “Themes Discussed”. Includes 23 items (WHO, Measures of confinement and coordination of those; WHO, Diagnostic 
testing; WHO, Improvement concern of public health; Vaccine development or achievement; Future economic situa-
tion or damage– measures adopted; Death toll; Number of people who have tested positive; Recognition or thanks to 
health professionals; Recognition or thanks to security forces, police, army; Recognition or thanks to general public; 
Recognition or thanks to others; Practices to combat virus; Confinement; Hand washing; Social distancing; Mask wea-
ring; Working at home practices; Consultation or meetings with other political leaders; National press; International 
press; Home politics; Mention of own physical or mental state; Mention of own or personal family situation).

- “Typology of image or video”. Is constructed with 12 items (Video; Infographic video; Image; Infographic image; Inclu-
des a title; Supplemental textual information; Institutionally led declaration; Declaration or interview from a different 
source or media; Personal/familiar video or Selfie; Video or image from a Covid-19 informational or marketing cam-
paign; Content from television; Content from social networks).

- “Mise en scene”. Is constructed with 11 items (Standing; Seated; Use of a table or lectern; Appears alone; Appears with 
more people around; How many other people in video/image (not including the leader); Office; Press Room; Street; 
Other locations; Does not appear).

- “Mention of other international leaders”. With 14 items (Emmanuel Macron; Boris Johnson; Giuseppe Conte; Pedro 
Sánchez; Angela Merkel; Donald Trump; Justin Trudeau; António Costa; Mark Rutte; Xi Jinping; Shinzō Abe; Tedros 
Adhanom Ghebreyesus; Ursula Von der Leyen; Does not refer to any other leader).

- “Mention of other international countries or institutions”. 14 items (United Kingdom; Germany; France; Italy; USA; 
Japan; China; Canada; Nordic countries; Spain; European Union; WHO; Other countries; Does not refer to any other 
country).

- “Descriptive data”, 6 items (Duration of the video; Number of images per post; Number of views; Number of com-
ments; Number of shares; Number of likes).

The remaining 3 dichotomous variables respond to a (yes / no) option if they are relevant or present in the image; 
“Wearing a mask” (M=1.66, SD=0.982), “Hashtag” (M=0.75, SD=0.431), “War time language” (M=0.21, SD=0.410). Both 
the variables with multiple responses and the dichotomous variables have been subjected to a descriptive process using 
hypothesis testing, Pearson’s bivariate (R

x-y) and an Anova analysis of variance. The statistical procedure was performed 
with SPPS_IBM v.26.0.

5. Results
First, the analysis of the data obtained after coding the variables shows, with Cronbach’s Alpha internal consistency (α) and 
and Chi-Square Test (X2), that all the variables respond to a significant correlation with the different leaders considered, 

- “Themes discussed” (α. 73); [X2 (110, N = 634) = 346.758, p < .000], 
- “Typology of image or video” (α. 79); [X2 (55, N = 634) = 228.454, p < .000], 
- “Mise en scene” (α. 69); [X2 (5, N = 634) = 198.567, p < .000], 
- “Mention of other international leaders” (α .74), [X2 (65, N = 634) = 362.181, p < .000], 
- “Mention of other international countries or institutions” (α .65); [X2 (55, N = 634) = 294.121, p <.000], “Descriptive 

data” (α .70); [X2 (25, N = 634) = 388.091, p < .000].

Regarding dichotomous variables, statistical tests have 
been used Cramér’s V is used as a measure as an effect 
size for a chi-square association test, Eta squared measu-
res the proportion of the total variance, “Wearing of the 
mask” X2 (15, N = 634) = 245.087, p < .000; (Cramér’s V 
.359 p < .000; Eta-squared (η2) .294), “Hashtag” X2 (5, N = 634) = 78.164, p < .000 (Cramér’s V .351 p < .000; Eta-squared 
(η2) .214) y “Wartime language” X2 (5, N = 634) = 242.164, p < .000 (Cramér’s V .619 p < .000; Eta-squared (η2) .577). 
These data show that leaders have used visual resources on Twitter in a significantly different way, far from a joint com-
munication strategy of the WHO recommendations and the proposals of the different national health officials.

5.1. Leadership, engagement and authenticity
There are four areas of engagement which are pertinent in the discussion related to the enhancement of leadership 
and authenticity which can be determined from the analysis of visual tweets. The type (or source) of the image or video 
itself which can be specific to social media (i.e. a selfie or a re-posting) or intended for a different audience (institutional 
or televisual declaration), the duration of a video if it is used within a tweet, the actual total number of tweets over the 
prescribed period and the responses (indicated through comments, shares and likes) generated by the posts. 

The more comments received in a post 
does not necessarily mean that the level 
of engagement was higher
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Tweet type, in other words, the use of specific material adapted for the medium, leads to a greater perceived sense of 
attention and authority by the social media audience as it not only creates a fit for purpose communication, but one which 
has an intentional receivership. The examination of the data which indicates the highest usage of specific material (indica-
ted by a personal video or selfie or re-tweets of content from social networks provided in the table below (sum of 1st and 2nd 
variables in Table 1 as a % of total tweets) in this way during the prescribed period comes from Ursula von der Leyen (with 
25% of tweets from these sources), Emmanuel Macron (with 19% from specific sources), and Boris Johnson (with 15%). 

Table 1. Measures of engagement relating to authoritative leadership (audiovisual tweets only)

Boris
Johnson

Emmanuel 
Macron

Pedro 
Sánchez

Giuseppe 
Conte

Von der 
Leyen

Tedros
Adhanom

Personal/familiar video or selfie 11 (10.7) 18 (20.2) 4 (2.1) 0 31 (24) 8 (8.4)

Content from social networks 19 (18.6) 16 (17.9) 5 (2.6) 0 36 (30) 12 (12.6)

Number of comments (mean) 2563 869 566 4113 175 523

Number of shares (mean) 4263 8501 799 4790 401 983

Number of likes (mean) 17539 8629 4249 7173 1061 2728

Likes/followers (index) 0.66 0.14 0.59 0.32 0.42 0.21

 Total tweets 102 89 187 32 129 95

n (%)

As an extension of this, there is an argument to say that the greater the transparency relating to informational communi-
cations which leaders can use at a time of crisis, the better, and thus, the more truthful they appear. However, authentic 
leadership is also concerned with understanding and vision (Luthans; Avolio, 2003) and the demonstration of the unders-
tanding of the medium which they are using to communicate is a clear indication of audience recognition and desire for en-
gagement on their terms. Although it is significant to point out that communication advisors could have been and probably 
were involved –although during a crisis this may not be as prominent an issue as the reactive mode in which the leaders 
find themselves is less controlled and lest we overlook the relationship which Donald Trump has with his unfiltered Twitter 
feed and the complete lack of control his advisors have in this area (Stevenson, 2018)– this is still a noteworthy indication of 
commitment to clear communication. As is the duration (or playtime) of posted videos. The duration of videos posted on a 
Twitter feed can also indicate the level of understanding and engagement the leaders have with the medium and translate 
their desire for functional communication. It is this understanding related to the achievement of functional communication 
which links into the attainment or otherwise of authoritative leadership. A short video, in a Twitter feed enables bite-sized 
information to be shared and is better assimilated by the receiving audience. Table 4 indicates clearly that Emmanuel Ma-
cron and Ursula von der Leyen achieve the shortest means of video time posted (2min50 and 2min36 respectively).

Table 2. Themes discussed

Boris
Johnson

Emmanuel 
Macron

Pedro 
Sánchez

Giuseppe 
Conte

Von der 
Leyen

Tedros
Adhanom p

WHO recommendations 2 (1.9) 30 (33.7) 42 (22.4) 17 (53.1) 50 (38.7) 43 (45.2) .001

Confinement 38 (37.2) 26 (29.2) 20 (10.6) 8 (25) 3 (2.3) 6 (6.3) .004

Hand washing 7 (6.8) 1 (1.1) 9 (4.8) 3 (9.3) 1 (0.7) 1 (1) .017

Social distancing 14 (13.7)  3 (3.3) 6 (3.2) 3 (9.3) 1 (0.7) 0 .001

Mask wearing 7 (6.8) 8 (8.9) 5 (2.6) 3 (9.3) 9 (6.9) 5 (5.2) .278

Total tweets 102 89 187 32 129 95

n (%)

Partner (2020) in her article relating to communicating effectively with Twitter during a crisis adds another variable 
which supports leadership in this context which is related to the number of tweets which are dispensed at this time. She 
contends that during watershed moments engagers (those members of the population who engage with social media 
and in particular Twitter) are avid for information and that effective communication rules which usually indicate that a 
distillation of information into a reduced number of tweets is preferable are amended to indicate that a high number of 
tweets actually gives an indication of a more reassuring strategy. This can be verified in the data with the trend analysis 
of the number of tweets per day over the 40 day period for the leaders, [X2 (140, N = 634) = 973.475, p < .000] (Figure 1).

The contrast in approach is noteworthy: Giuseppe Conte and Pedro Sánchez remain regular in the number of tweets 
shared per day throughout the 40 days with Giuseppe Conte sharing the least number of tweets overall at 32 over the 
full period; Boris Johnson shows a constant high output of tweets until 6th April 2020 (the day after he was admitted 
to hospital with Covid-19 symptoms); it is difficult to comment on this aspect of tweet history for Tedros Adhanom as 
the tweet history before 7th April 2020 is not available, leaving Emmanuel Macron and Ursula von der Leyen as the two 
leaders who overall tweet regularly with specific spikes in their tweet practice mainly related on the one hand, with 
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Emmanuel Macron’s prime time addresses to the nation and economic re-launch (12th March, 16th March, 1st April, 9th 
April and 13th April) and on the other with Ursula von der Leyen’s addresses to the European parliament and joint press 
conferences (17th March, 24th March, 26th March and 7th April).

Finally, the most obvious measures related to the level of engagement with social media instances are related to the 
opportunities for two-way interaction from engagers which, in the Twitter context, are represented by the number of 
comments, shares and likes that the posts receive. Although this number, in terms of comments and shares, does not 
indicate a positive response (as, of course, the comment or intent of the share can carry a positive or negative connota-
tion), it still purports engagement. In terms of approval, which clearly supports the notion of authentic leadership the 
number of likes indicates a positive level of support. Table 1 indicates that Boris Johnson achieves by far the highest 
number of positive responses from followers (0.66 index).

5.2. Presentational aspects of the leaders
The data related with the curation (mise en scene) of the tweeted image or video (in other words the way in which the 
scene is presented or set up) can support or detract from authentic leadership. Avolio and Gardner (2005), and Baker 
(2020) posited that a strong relational representation fosters openness and trust in followers and indeed introduces the 
concept of authentic ‘followership’. Images where there is a representation of the leader with more people around them 
in an obvious leadership position (i.e. in a situational context such as an office, a press room or even in a more public 
arena such as the street) supports the image of a strong leader with their acquiescent followers. 

The leaders who presented themselves in this context with the highest regularity were Emmanuel Macron and Ursula 
von der Leyen. However, this could also represent a counter-intuitive situation with the particular characteristics of the 
Covid-19 pandemic as one of the principle measures related to the practices put in place to combat the virus refers 
to social distancing. In the detailed examination of the images/video, social distancing measures are not always being 
followed as can be seen in the image below. Notions of ‘ac-
ting by example’ are clearly overlooked in this instance of 
social distancing which is further verified when reflecting 
on the number of times the leaders appear whilst wearing 
a mask (one of the prescribed measures to combat the 
spread of the virus). The presentational aspects highligh-
ted here (lack of social distancing in photo below) refute 
the notion of the achievement of authentic leadership by 
the studied leaders during the Covid-19 pandemic crisis 
(see Image 1). 

Related to the impact and effectiveness of the communi-
cation there are different parameters that can be used to 
measure the impact of a tweet (Hanna; Rohm; Crittenden, 
2011) such as comments, likes-count, number of followers, 
shares or hashtags. However, as it is political leaders which 
are the focus of the study, it has already been mentioned 
above that the more comments received in a post does Image 1. Tweet of Emmanuel Macron
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Figure 1. Number of tweets per day (14 March 2020 to 22 April 2020)
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not necessarily mean that the level of engagement was 
higher. Indeed, during the Covid-19 emergency most of 
the user interactions were criticisms of crisis decisions. 
The same can be applied if the number of shares are 
considered because in many cases the users share a 
tweet (re-tweet) with comments and interpretations that are not favourable to the leader. So, after analysing the mate-
rial and taking into account previous research (Arora et al., 2019), we have used the following calculation (likes/followers 
= index) for measuring the effectiveness of the communication of the leaders. A high number of followers can presume 
that the communication that the leader is going to use in the platform is more adapted to the requirements and the 
consumption habits of the users. Looking at the leader communications, there are two patterns that can be directly 
related with the impact level of the message. Although the contrary could be assumed, as far as leader communication 
strategy is involved, there is a correlation between the number of message publications and the level of their success 
(measured in likes per number of followers). The results show that a high number of publications result in an impact on 
the messages (Table 1).

The second pattern that has been identified is the use of selfies or personal videos, photos or amateur material specially 
developed for the platform. In as much as it is the person who is directly communicating through their profile, the more 
proximity shown by the leader, the more impact is achieved. Putting together those variables, the leader who has achie-
ved the most impact related with his number of followers is Boris Johnson as he is able to combine the introduction of 
personal images and selfies with a number of tweets (usually not more than 5 or 6 per day) that provides his followers 
the possibility to start a conversation and share. Thus, they become an important cog in the process of public debate 
construction (Table 1).

From this research we have many insights to suggest that the strategy of communication of the leaders is not transpa-
rent. The leaders almost never quote in their tweets topics that are key to the pandemic management such as vaccines 
for Covid-19, the number of deaths or the number of new cases. The WHO organisation is not highly quoted by the lea-
ders (Table 2). This could be explained by the fact that the director of the WHO organisation is facing many accusations 
relating to the hiding of information and strangely, all his tweets before 7th April are no longer available. Additionally, 
the director of the WHO dedicates many of his tweets to discussions with other leaders such as Donald Trump and in 
defence of his own decisions rather than for giving advice or clear guidelines for facing the pandemic.

When Tedros Adhanom provides valuable information, it is often di-
luted amongst a vast number of tweets (some days more than 50). 
This enables countries, when they quote the WHO recommenda-
tions, to use a variety of sources depending on the day, the tweet, 
the video, document or conference that they are using. Some weeks 
Tedros Adhanom posts more than 300 tweets and some of them are 
more reminiscent of an Instagram influencer (quoting celebrities 
and introducing concepts such as ‘Love’ and ’Peace’, etc., without 
providing any context) than a director of a global medical organisa-
tion facing the worst health crisis in the last decades. 

The lack of transparency by avoiding key aspects of the health crisis 
is supported by the use of the images that the leaders post. In their 
tweets they very rarely refer to any key aspects for controlling the 
contagion such as hand washing, social distancing and wearing mas-
ks. In almost all the cases investigated, the number of references to 
those topics represents less than 10% of their publications (Table 2). 
However, it is in the representation of their leader profile that it can 
be determined that they are far from offering themselves to their citi-
zens as leading by example in order to cope with the pandemic. They 
do not appear wearing masks, washing their hands or practicing so-
cial distancing due, in part, to the fact that they present themselves alone in almost all of the cases. Moreover, they do not 
show themselves in confinement as they principally share images portraying their working day in the office or announcing 
the latest measures from the Press Room. Uniquely, Boris Johnson shows himself from confinement (see image 2) perhaps 
because he was diagnosed with Covid-19 and put into isolation until he was hospitalized.

Analysing the pictures that leaders have been sharing during the first 40 days of pandemic, we can conclude that they 
are working mostly alone (they do not appear regularly engaged in the decision making process with other collaborators 
or experts apart from Ursula von der Leyen), without wearing a mask. Additionally, they do not take the opportunity of 
their influential position for reinforcing (by doing it themselves) habits such as social distancing (see Emmanuel Macron’s 
image 1), wearing gloves or hand washing before or after a meeting (Table 3).

Image 2. Tweet of Boris Johnson

From this research we have many insights 
to suggest that the strategy of communi-
cation of the leaders is not transparent
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Table 3. Curation of image or video

Boris
Johnson

Emmanuel 
Macron

Pedro 
Sánchez

Giuseppe 
Conte

Von der 
Leyen

Tedros
Adhanom p

Mask wearing appearances 0 0 4 (2.3) 0 0 0 .000

Leaders appears with other people 9 (8.8) 16 (17.9) 13 (6.9) 4 (12.5) 35 (27.1) 4 (4.2) .000

Leader appears with other people in:

office 8 (7.8) 13 (14.6) 6 (3.2) 11 (34.3) 23 (17.8) 4 (4.2) .001

press room 16 (15.6) 0 46 (24.5) 0 28 (21.7) 27 (28.4) .000

street 2 (1.9) 5 (5.6) 5 (2.6) 1 (3.1) 0 1 (1.0) .001

Total tweets 102 89 187 32 129 95

n (%)

Related with the adaptation of communications to social media consumption habits, many of the leaders post the full 
content of press conferences for example and do not make the effort of extracting the main headlines to publish them 
separately in a more appropriate bite sized portion. To publish the whole content could be perceived as a bid for trans-
parency but, as discussed in a previous section of this article, in terms of optimum communication strategy, it is more 
appropriate to adapt the content to the requirements of the platform. Some leaders, such as Boris Johnson and Em-
manuel Macron, are able to combine their approach where they post the whole intervention in addition to some ex-
tracts which they offer as pertinent guidelines for popular consumption. This is why we have taken into account the 
duration of the videos including the percentage of videos of less than 3 minutes (Table 4).

Table 4. Types of image or video

Boris
Johnson

Emmanuel 
Macron

Pedro Sán-
chez

Giuseppe 
Conte

Von der 
Leyen

Tedros
Adhanom p

Leader appearance 31 (30.3) 34 (38.2) 168 (89.8) 29 (90.6) 117 (90.6) 39 (41.0) .001

Including hashtags 72 (70.5) 39 (43.8) 157 (83.9) 25 (78.1) 119 (92.2) 66 (69.4) .001

Including title 24 (23.5) 3 (3.3) 31 (16.5) 0 0 12 (12.6) .000

Infographic image 30 (29.4) 1 (1.1) 9 (4.8) 0 0 11 (11.5) .001

Visual accompaniment 62 (60.7) 81(91) 178 (95.1) 31 (96.8) 119 (92.1) 75 (73.6) .000

Images 17 (16.6) 32 (35.9) 12 (6.4) 14 (43.7) 41 (31.7) 28 (29.4) .000

Videos 45 (44.1) 49 (55) 166 (88.7) 17 (53.1) 78 (60.4) 47 (44.2) .001

Videos < 180 seconds 19 (42.2) 40 (81.6) 45 (27.1) 12 (66.6) 60 (76.9) 31 (65.9) .002

Video duration (mean) 33.19 2.50 49.49 3.33 2.36 80.50

Total tweets 102 89 187 32 129 95

n (%)

It is clear that the leaders are aware of the importance of using images (videos and photos) for illustrating the messages 
that they are wanting to distribute in their publications (Table 4). In addition, the leaders also make use of infographic 
resources to present the information in a more digestible and attractive way. They are also aware of the usefulness of 
hashtags and titles for the videos and photos which they regularly add to facilitate the tagging of the content.

6. Discussion and conclusions
The aim of this research is to examine how the European leaders whose countries were the worst hit by the virus, made 
use of Twitter in the health crisis. Our analysis demonstrates some clear differences between the leaders of Italy, Spain, 
UK and France. Using Twitter strategically in relation to the dissemination of vital recommendations from the World 
Health Organisation helps to combat the spread of the virus and ultimately save lives as previous research has demons-
trated when applied to previous outbreaks. Although, the leaders acknowledged the importance of providing informa-
tion to the public through social media and using visuals re-enforce the message, most of them did not realise the impor-
tance of being transparent (i.e. not avoiding the key topics of the crisis) and developing audiovisual material specifically 
targeted for the platform. The different styles of leadership are reflected in their published messages. Their profiles are 
constructed as an institutional medium for information and do not personalise the content for engaging citizens. 

Following the analysis of the data, the leaders do not 
use the scope of social media messaging to full capacity 
(i.e. showing their personal respect of confinement me-
asures such as practising social distancing or appearing 
in videos and/or images wearing a mask). This lack of 
proximity is particularly significant whilst coping with a 

Analysing the pictures that leaders have 
been sharing during the first 40 days of 
pandemic, we can conclude that they 
are working mostly alone
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sanitary crisis. It is to be taken into consideration that 
social media’s dialogical character presents challenges 
to leaders as this is the first time in recent history when 
they are confronted with losing their traditional vertical 
position of communication. Nevertheless, the leaders 
have mostly opted to maintain their communication 
strategy using a top down (vertical) approach by utilising 
the microblogging platform mainly as a news service 
with very little interest in entering into a two-way dialogue with the users. In the main, Twitter has been used for repro-
ducing contents developed for other purposes (television, marketing campaigns, newspapers etc.). This can be justified 
due to the unprecedented situation faced with the Covid-19 health crisis and the consequences of applying unproven, 
novel strategies, which could cause irreparable damage in terms of their leadership profile. 

As described above, authoritative leadership emanates from understanding the medium; having precise, clear commu-
nications which have been adapted for the situation and its purpose and distilling the information at the appropriate 
rate. None of the leaders managed to attain the criteria consistently during this crisis, with some managing better in 
some areas than others. However, the first 40 days of a crisis situation can be considered as fundamental for the positive 
outcome and future developments for the health of a nation including the long term economic situation and the mana-
ging of information at this time is vital. The higher the authentic authority of the leader in times of crisis, the easier it is 
to impose necessary actions and sanctions. It seems that the leaders we investigated in this research were not able to 
portray an adequate level of authentic authority within their communication strategy as defined by their use of Twitter.

One specific example of this lies in the potential positive use of interactive communication and is it is evident that social 
media is an interpersonal communication medium which falls into this bracket if used correctly (Veil; Buehner; Palen-
char, 2011) and the capacity to listen stands a key part of the communication process which the leaders poorly availed 
themselves of. In spite of this lack of adaptation the real value of any message is in the quality of the content. In this 
aspect, as far as the leaders managed to offer up to date content, properly tagged and labelled (for ease of retrieval) they 
were successful in their purpose. From a user/follower perspective, they appeared as a reliable, current and informed 
source of information without filter (in favour or against them). 

During the Ebola virus in 2014, Twitter was a key element in the response to the crisis by the authorities, both to reassure 
the public and to offer advice on how to avoid and combat infection (McInnes; Hornmoen, 2018). Although the inciden-
ce of Ebola virus outside Central Africa was limited, the then director of the World Health Organization (WHO), Margaret 
Chan commented, “In my long career in public health management, I have never seen a health crisis that produce so 
much fear and terror, beyond the affected countries” (Chan, 2014). The study by Chew and Eysenbach (2010) concluded 
that during the H1N1 outbreak in 2009, Twitter provided a valuable source of opinions and experiences that could be 
used in real time to analyse the thoughts and attitudes of those concerned and allowed health and political authorities 
to better respond to citizens’ concerns. 

The media coverage of the Covid-19 has turned out to be far superior to other scenarios related to previous health 
crises. According to Ducharme (2020), the number of articles published on Covid-19 multiplied by 23 compared to the 
publications on the Ebola virus in 2018. Twitter is the most frequently used social network by 97% of the 193 member 
states of the UN, according to a study by Twiplomacy (Lüfkens, 2018) followed by Facebook. Video content and social 
media usage has increased 33% during the Covid-19 crisis, and the hegemony of political communication online during 
the Covid-19 health crisis is centered on Twitter. The profiles of the leaders considered for this research continue to add 
followers; Emmanuel Macron (5.2 M), Boris Johnson (2.7 Million), Pedro Sánchez (1.3 M), Tedros Adhanom (1.2 M), 
Giuseppe Conte (700,000) and Ursula von der Leyen (320,000). 

There are several considerations about this article that 
should be taken into account, which should not be trea-
ted as limitations, but rather as an incentive to continue 
this research. First, the study focused on Twitter, so futu-
re efforts in the study of communication on the Covid-19 
should consider other social networks such as Facebook 
and Instagram with which to build a more robust scientific field related to communication within a pandemic context. 
Expanding the scope will certainly improve the validity of statistical data. Secondly, it is considered very opportune to 
transfer the methodology and the codebook to the entire chronological extent of the pandemic, with the intention of 
confirming the data obtained in the present investigation.

Twitter can be considered as a relevant channel for communication with the target audience during epidemic outbreaks 
and other health emergencies. By ensuring effective and responsible messages, politicians have the capacity to play their 
leadership role in the present and future global health challenges.

The results of this research are broadly considered to be contained within the following findings: 

The analysis of the specific leaders’ 
Twitter activity reveals some inconsis-
tencies in the response to face a global 
challenge on a European or even global 
scale. Europe has faced issues in the abi-
lity to present a coordinated approach

The leaders are aware of the importance 
of the use of the visual image to build 
leadership and to use it as a principle 
source of communication
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- The analysis of the specific leaders’ Twitter activity 
reveals some inconsistencies in the response to face 
a global challenge on a European or even global sca-
le. Europe has faced issues in the ability to present a 
coordinated approach. The economy seems to have 
superseded the main focus of the message’s content of the European Commission president. It could be argued that 
the past denomination of the European Union (European Economic Union) is still a strong contender within the ethos 
of the organisation.

- The leader of the WHO lacks transparency as far as all tweets before 7th April from the Tedros Adhanom profile have 
been deleted and he has dedicated most of his posts to arguing with other leaders and to justify previous decisions.

- The leaders are aware of the importance of the use of the visual image to build leadership and to use it as a principle 
source of communication. Nevertheless, there is a clear gap between the content of their tweets and the personal 
actions or values that are transmitted through the pictures and videos they post. They did not take advantage of their 
influential position to show themselves wearing masks, observing social distancing or following rigorous measures 
such as regular handwashing. This precluded the citizen’s capacity to identify themselves with their leader into the 
sometimes Draconian confinement situation which the leaders themselves had imposed. 

- The profuse use of audiovisual material does not imply that it has always been properly customised for the platform. 
They limited their opportunities to share institutional pictures or press conference videos. They showed themselves 
as unfamiliar with the necessity to empathise with their citizens by taking the opportunity of showing themselves in 
selfies or through audiovisual amateur material. 

- The study is not able to find a clear correlation between the audiovisual discourse and the impact of the content. The 
duration of the videos, the utilisation of images, or the use of selfies or personal content does not guarantee the level 
of impact resultant from their publications. 

- Finally, we propose the notion of authentic leadership 
as a key concept related to the success of a communi-
cation strategy in times of crisis. The leaders have not 
been able to consistently achieve measures of autho-
ritative leadership through the analysis of the images 
they published in their Twitter feeds. They have had 
varying success in terms of positive levels of engagement and support from the population during this time. Crucially, 
they did not take the opportunity of ‘leading by example’ which is a prime component of authenticity. The saying “do 
as I say not as I do” could legitimately be considered a leitmotiv for the communications strategy of the leadership we 
investigated in this 40 day, vital, initial period of the unprecedented Covid-19 2020 health pandemic. 
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