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Abstract

The primary goal of this work was to determine how seven major development, agencies are engaging with users
on Twitter. The sample included 11,441 Twitter users that seven development agencies were following in December
2018. We used Social Network Analysis (SNA) to analyze connectivity, interaction, and influence. Out of the 11,441
users followed by donors a fifth of the users are followed by more than one donor indicating that these 2,272 users
could have been purposefully selected based on their influence in global health or more broadly development. In
addition, major development agencies are following different user accounts. In comparing the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation and the United Nations they follow different accounts about 98% of the time. When using Twitter for
information it is important for policymakers to consider multiple Twitter feeds for information. A limited online
perspective could shape policy discussions-even if it isn’t recognized as the primary source of information by leaving
the impression that the reader has a broader understanding of the online content than is true.
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Introduction
Americans are increasingly turning to the internet for information

on government and politics. What began as a simple means to stay
connected with friends and family has become a powerful source of
information. In fact, approximately two-thirds of U.S. adults who use
Twitter get news on the platform [1], and this use is not restricted to
individuals. Government agencies are engaging with social media as a
mechanism to improve the quality of services [2]. While this
demonstrates an efficient way to gain policy knowledge there are
inherent flaws to relying on social media as a primary source for
information due to the rapid dissemination of misinformation [3], and
the ability of inaccurate or false information to spread at a tremendous
rate [4]. Misinformation can cascade into more extreme versions over
time [5] making it difficult to identify false information from real
information. A recent survey shows only about 44% of users say they
feel able to tell a false news story from a real one [6]. Therefore, it is
important to develop a better understanding of these technologies and
their impact on communication [7], as there is currently a lack of
information about the uses, benefits, and limitations of such
communication [8].

Social media has led news publishers to lose control over
distribution of their information [9], so there are several things that
should be considered before using policy information discovered on
social media sites. First, the author and audience of the information is
important to consider because often information is presented in a way
that can sway a reader’s opinion on important issues. Of particular
concern is astroturfing which creates an impression of widespread
support for a policy when in fact little support exists [10]. This is often
times achieved when nonprofit advocacy organizations are using social

media to persuade people of their point of view [11]. Second, the
connectedness between organizations that share information on social
media is important. Often the same information is repeated by
different organizations, which can lead users to become fixed on one
view; thinking that it is the only view since the same message is
reinforced numerous times. This is the issue of the “collective opinion”,
in which people often times are more inclined to believe something
because the majority is already agreeing to it [12]. Third, it is
important to consider the target audience of these sources, because
there are times when organizations are connected to the same user
base, in order to achieve a common goal. Considering the influence of
social media and the potential concerns of the reliability of the
information; it is important that policymakers carefully consider the
influence that social media may have on shaping policy discussions-
even if the social media isn’t recognized as the primary source of
information in the formation of new policies.

Of particular importance is a better understanding of how Twitter, a
web-based micro blogging service that allows registered users to send
short update messages to others, is being [13] used for news and not
just any news-the news from seven major we major development
agencies that share a common goal of improving health for people in
low and middle income countries. As the global health community
works towards a shared blueprint for development, outlined in the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), major development agencies
are searching for more effective and efficient ways to deliver
development assistance [14]. Interaction through an online social
network, such as Twitter, potentially results in the exchange of
prevailing ideas about development assistance and therefore shapes a
dialogue about global health.

The primary goal of this work was to determine how seven major
developments are engaging with users on Twitter. Under the
assumption that a small number of major development agencies serve
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as the center of the Development Assistance for Health (DAH)
networks on social media, we investigated the connections to the users
they are following. We approached this question through exploratory
research leveraging the openness of social media.

Methods
In order to better understand how major development agencies are

engaging with users on Twitter, we built a sample of seven major
development agencies using data obtained from the Twitter API. The
agencies were selected based on their involvement with the
management of DAH, the mechanisms to channel DAH to recipients,
or their role in shaping polices related to DAH. The network included
the United Nations (UN), World Health Organization (WHO), The Bill
and Melinda Gates Foundation, The Global Fund, World Bank Group,
United States Agency for International Development (USAID) and The
Department for International Development (DFID). The sample
included 11,441 users that these seven development agencies were
following in December 2018.

We used Social Network Analysis (SNA) to graph the relationships
that exist between development agencies. Therefore, providing a way of
analyzing how the development agencies are connected, how they
interact, and who the important influencers are in a network.

Results

Agencies as sources of information
When analyzing agencies as a source of information results indicate

that the agencies following the largest number of users are the Global
Fund and DFID (following 3,752 and 2,543 respectively) and the
agencies following the smallest number are USAID and World Bank
(following 680 and 648 respectively). Twitter users are primarily
exposed to the users they actively follow. This indicates that that the
Twitter feed from Global Fund and DFID is more diverse in terms of
content and therefore has the potential to propagate new ideas.

Ties that bind: Does connectedness matter?
In addition to gaining a better understanding of size, we can also

learn something about how users group together, or cluster. Put simply,
the users these organizations are following are more likely to know
each other than two organizations chosen randomly. In the case of the
development agency network, it is highly disconnected with a low
clustering coefficient. Indicating that information isn ’ t flowing
between agencies through their social media feed.

On average about a third to one-half of all users followed by a major
development agency also are followed by at least one other
development agency. This is highest at the UN and WHO were forty-
eight percent of the users the UN follows also are followed by another
agency. Conversely, at the World Bank 3% of all users are also followed
by at least one other development agency. In fact, out of the 11,441
users followed by donors a fifth of the users are followed by more than
one donor indicating that these 2,272 users could have been
purposefully selected based on their influence in global health or more
broadly development. Therefore, the information from a small group
of people may appear in multiple feeds.

Greatest connectedness to other users within the network
Figure 1 compares the following users for two development agencies

to see which users are shared and which users are distinct. The higher
the percentage, the higher the differences are in Twitter followers
between the two development agencies. As seen in Figure 1, the Bill
and Melinda Gates Foundation and the United Nations follow different
accounts. The value of .975 means that in comparing the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation and the United Nations they follow
different accounts about 98% of the time. This indicates that it is
unlikely that the content that the United Nations is following is similar
to the content the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation is following.

Figure 1: Dissimilarity in users followed on Twitter, by agency
(2018).

Conclusion
Although this descriptive work provided insight into the network of

major development agencies there remain several limitations to be
discussed. First, due to data limitations we were unable to do an
analysis of how the network grows. Furthermore, it was outside of the
scope of this work to do a qualitative analysis on tweet content. Finally,
the small sample size and descriptive nature of this work limit
generalizability of the findings. Despite these known limitations results
indicate that shared information in the Twitter network of major
development agencies is limited through social media. The analysis
indicates that although there is a small number of users that may
appear in multiple feeds there is limited connectivity between these
development agencies, and the people that these organizations follow
on Twitter. When taking into account the information sent out by
these organizations, the user connectivity identified becomes
extremely relevant in terms of users being exposed to limited policy
relevant content if only following one user. When using Twitter for
information related to DAH, it is important for policymakers to
consider multiple Twitter feeds for information, as not all accounts
achieve their desired outcomes [15]. Otherwise the perspective will
remain limited leaving the impression that the reader has a broader
understanding of the online content than is true. This limited
perspective could shape policy discussions-even if it isn’t recognized as
the primary source of information.
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