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The World Health Organization 

The Cassandra Crossing 

Contagion 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eS6gLUSlWlY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bdzWcrXVtwg
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@WHO 5th most effective int'l organization 
by average number of retweets per tweet 

Source: How international organizations tweet, Twiplomacy, March 2015 (90 orgs analysed) 
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@WHO 4th most followed int'l organization 

Source: How international organizations tweet, Twiplomacy, March 2015 (90 orgs analysed) 
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Policy in social 
media 

Social media in 
agenda setting 

Social media in 
policy making 
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WHO has been investing in social media to: 

 Provide accurate, accessible, understandable, useable 
information on a wide variety of health issues in a timely 
fashion and more widely; 

 Listen and communicate public health risks; 

 Protect WHO's reputation and credibility; 

 Articulate policy and practice for better health. 
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Trust - > Change 

Authority Trust 
Persuasion Legitimacy Power Change 

Adapted from: State, Sovereignty and Territory, Thomas J. Biersteker 

Code of engagement Risk framework 
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Risk framework 
Align people's perception with actual risk 

Small hazard Big hazard 

Apathy 

Emergency 
communications 

(Typhoon Haiyan) 

Health education Precautionary 
advocacy 

(World Toilet Day) 

* by Peter M. Sandman http://www.psandman.com, adapted by WHO 

Both can be 
reputational 

Outrage 
management 
(vegan food) 

Outrage/ 
fear 



9 | 

Ex: Outrage management  
Ex: Veganism = mental illness? 
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Social media code of engagement 
Walking the talk at all times 

 Loyalty – digital ambassadors, not voicing criticism outside 

 Accountability – anticipate impact of actions on organizational objectives 

 Independence – not to be unduly influenced 

 Technical excellence – e.g. evidence-based content 

 Impartiality – not favouring a particular entity 

 Honesty – acknowledge Member States' contributions, copyrights 

 Discretion – confidentiality (also after end of contract) 

 Respect – diversity of opinions, tone of voice 

 Integrity – walking the talk at all times as International Civil Servants 
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Social media governance 

 WHO social media policy 

 Social media risk framework 

 Social media code of engagement 

 Appropriate practice documents 

 Social media capacity building 

 Social media support team 

 Network of about 45 social media community managers 

in country and regional offices 
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 Challenge: 
Walking the talk 

at all times. 



13 | 

Policy in social 
media 

Social media in 
agenda setting 

Social media in 
policy making 
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World Health Day 2014, World Health 
Assembly 2015 #WHA68 

A selfie taken with boarding card. 
 

At #WHA68, Chancellor 
Merkel pledged that under 
Germany’s presidency, the 
G7 would focus on fighting 
neglected tropical 
diseases. 
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Ebola health-care workers in 2014 
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Example: #Toilet4All, Nov. 2013 
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Example: #Toilet4All, June 2014 
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Antibiotic resistance: the single greatest 
challenge in infectious diseases today  
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 Challenge: 
Strategic 
planning, 

listening, timing. 
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Policy in social 
media 

Social media in 
agenda setting 

Social media in 
policy making 
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Twitter accounts of world leaders (669 
accounts analysed) 

Source: How world leaders connect on Twitter, Twiplomacy, March 2015 
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World Health +SocialGood #WHA68 
Head of WHO Office Syria one 
negotiating access 
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#RUFREE Smoke-free Beijing, smoke-free China 

Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention 
WHO Weibo account 

Health Education Centre 
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Challenge: 
How to engage 
with non-State 

actors as a 
normative agency 

of the UN? 
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Thank you! 
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