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Abstract: In a scenario marked by COVID-19, communication has posed a real challenge for institu-
tions. Since the first case of COVID-19, Spain has faced the enormous challenge of an unprecedented
health, economic, and social crisis. The public sphere has put its trust in vaccination as the only
chance for the country’s recovery. To determine the role played by political leaders in the debate
on vaccination and citizens’ perception of crisis management, this article analyzes the messages
posted on Twitter by the four leaders of the parties with the most representation in parliament: Pedro
Sánchez (PSOE), Pablo Casado (PP), Santiago Abascal (Vox), and Yolanda Díaz (Podemos). Using a
methodology for comparative content analysis on Twitter, a sample was established that began at
the start of the vaccination process and inoculation with the first dose, and covered the entire year
that followed. The research results, which contrasted with those collected in demographic surveys,
reflected an increase in polarization and electoral use of the vaccine, which took precedence over the
awareness-raising discourse typical of public campaigns.
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1. Introduction

The public dilemma surrounding COVID-19 vaccination, the confusion, and polar-
ization of political discourse on social media constituted the hallmarks of an institutional
communication process also in crisis (Casero-Ripollés 2020). Having surpassed the first
stage of the pandemic marked by the unknown nature of the virus and the digital infor-
mational chaos (Larrondo Ureta et al. 2021), a second phase emerged with the vaccine as
its protagonist. In front of the containment measures employed to stop the virus (social
distancing, confinement, or travel restrictions), the vaccine was postulated as the main hope
to end the pandemic (Carrasco-Polaino et al. 2021). The priority of vaccination occupied
the political agenda (Thelwall et al. 2021), which continued to promote the storytelling of
conflict among leaders, parties, and governments.

Similar to previous crises (Broniatowski et al. 2018; Cheng et al. 2018; Wang et al. 2017;
Ghenai and Mejova 2018), the origin of the virus, expectations for the vaccine, or preventive
measures were sources of misinformation, especially on social media (Dredze et al. 2016;
Kang et al. 2017). This informational disorder led the WHO to include distrust of vaccines
in the list of the ten leading threats to global health (Friedrich 2019).

Vaccines are an opportunity for democratic systems to explain technical procedures
and global health, and to reinforce their role as an instrument of transparency and good
governance (Westphalen and Libaert 2008). However, facing social audiences and taking
Twitter as the primary support for propaganda and cyber rhetoric (López Meri 2016),
political communication favors personalization and spectacularization strategies over
resources that guarantee reliability (Amado 2016; Más-Manchón and Guerrero-Solé 2019).
Institutional political discourse shows signs of improvisation, insecurity, and disconnection
from experts. The opinion of specialists, professionals, and scientists is undervalued
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because it does not represent the ‘people’ (Waisbord 2018). Disinformation and denialism,
the battle for global influence, as well as polarization are intensifying (Ali and Gatiti 2020).
Doubts and suspicions concerning vaccines are mixed with public distrust of institutions.
Politicization of uncertainty further weakens a democratic system that was already in
decline (Colomina 2021; Wardle 2017).

According to the specific Digital News Report Spain (Negredo et al. 2020), 44% of
the surveyed population stated that they found a lot or quite a lot of misinformation
regarding COVID-19 on social media, and blame politicians (42%), the media (36%), and
the government (34%) for the hoaxes. For its part, the report prepared by the Spanish
Foundation for Science and Technology (FECYT) measured the evolution of attitudes
towards vaccination in Spain through three representative surveys (n = 12.162) (Lobera
Serrano and Álvarez 2021). Additionally, the report advanced theories on acceptance
or resistance of the population (Ramonfaur et al. 2021; Lorini et al. 2018; Hornsey et al.
2018; Betsch et al. 2018), highlighting the concept of trust in institutions (a diffuse trust in
the set of political organizations, the WHO and the European Union, municipalities, the
government of Spain, and the autonomous communities) associated with a more favorable
attitude towards vaccination.

Incorrect information or falsehoods from authorities had a negative impact on the
course of the pandemic, as individuals adopted behaviors based on the data and informa-
tion they received and the effects they produced on social media (Cuauthémoc Mayorga
2021; Ceron et al. 2021). In this context of confusion, conspiracy, and reticence, the report
gathered recommendations on the increased visibility of institutions’ efforts at the inter-
national, national, and local levels, in addition to the effectiveness and unity in the fight
against the pandemic, and the guarantee of public control mechanisms against disinfor-
mation. In this line of research, the objective was to analyze the political discourse on
COVID-19 vaccination from the main leaders with representation in the Spanish Parliament
on Twitter and check the perception of the audiences through the viral response on the
network and sociological surveys.

1.1. Impact of the Vaccination Political Campaign on Twitter: The Axis of Misinformation

The controversy over the benefits or drawbacks of social networks projected in the area
of political communication maintains an open debate about disinformation fueled by the
COVID-19 pandemic (Salaverría et al. 2020). The dysfunction of the institutional political
message regarding vaccines (Costa-Sánchez and López-García 2020), the disconnection
with experts and science (Pérez-Curiel et al. 2022a), and the degree of confrontation between
leaders on Twitter are aspects that require academic review.

In the health sphere, the previous literature has analyzed the conversation in the public
sphere on Twitter about specific vaccines and in general (Bello-Orgaz et al. 2017; Milani et al.
2020; Tomeny et al. 2017). Before the COVID-19 pandemic, healthcare professionals were
already treating patients who had been misinformed online, a phenomenon known as “Dr
Google” (Lee et al. 2014). However, interviews conducted by the New York Times (https:
//nyti.ms/2FJFVNb, accessed on 28 January 2023) with more than a dozen doctors and
researchers specializing in disinformation from the United States and Europe revealed that
they had never seen such a high volume as that related to COVID-19. These professionals
blamed leaders such as Donald Trump for amplifying alternative theories, digital platforms
for not doing enough to end false information, and people for so easily believing what they
consumed online.

Due to its recent nature, there has not yet been an opportunity to analyze the political
and citizen dialogue regarding COVID-19 vaccines. Beyond the advantages of the network,
due to its instantaneousness, virality, and engagement (Campos-Domínguez 2017), Twitter
has been useful to the scientific community to detect incorrect conceptions of users and
act as detractors of false information, since the number of people who go to the Internet
looking for information regarding vaccination is increasing (Graells-Garrido et al. 2019;
Burnap et al. 2016; Kouzy et al. 2020; Jolley and Douglas 2014).

https://nyti.ms/2FJFVNb
https://nyti.ms/2FJFVNb
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A stressed and frightened population seeks shelter in strong and competent leaders,
capable of leading the country in the face of an uncertain scenario (Amat et al. 2020). This
opportunity was being exploited by leaders to manage emotions and convert Twitter into
an electoral tool at a time of pandemic. Recent studies have already confirmed a clear
divergence between institutional messages concerning COVID-19 (Castillo-Esparcia et al.
2020a), consisting of administrative or service information, and the content of a more
emotional nature, which citizens tend to interact with more (Castillo-Esparcia et al. 2020b).

A context is then produced of emerging fake news that has empowered anti-democratic
policies, equaling the number of professional news items from accredited media (Fernández-
Torres et al. 2021; Howard et al. 2018). An example is the conspiracy theories put forward by
Donald Trump linking the origin of SARS-CoV-2 to a Chinese laboratory and the announce-
ment of medications without scientific evidence. In addition, criticism concerning the
efficacy of vaccines from other countries or their attitude of politicizing and downplaying
the virus are hallmarks of this political leader’s populist discourse. Therefore, politics and
politicians are presented as a source of misinformation and propaganda on social media,
especially during election periods (Pérez-Curiel and García-Gordillo 2020).

Regarding the national and local scope, given that vaccination was framed in a context
of mixed management (governmental and autonomous communities), the treatment of
vaccines on Twitter was a direct projection of what had happened internationally. The
influence of a two-party system PSOE/PP that denotes conflict, polarization, and criticism
of the socialist government’s management shared by the media and by the social audience
is added to the position of emerging forces such as Vox and Unidas Podemos, that points to
a “polarized pluralist” discourse with a preference for centralized or ideologically aligned
information (López-García 2020; Brennen et al. 2020). However, the conspiratorial narrative
of “no to the vaccine” that was popularized by populists such as Trump or Bolsonaro on
Twitter, was transferred to Spain with a behavior that eluded the topic in the case of the
extreme right (Pérez-Curiel et al. 2021; Manfredi-Sánchez et al. 2021). In this context of
antivaccine policies, social media acted as a feedback mechanism for ideologies that could
foster polarization and, in turn, influence users by increasing confusion and misinformation
(Wilson et al. 2014; Getman et al. 2018).

Paradoxically, a social network such as Twitter, with the capacity for nodal interaction,
could generate echo chambers and activate the debate about vaccination (Cardenal et al.
2019; Pérez-Dasilva et al. 2020), becoming a focus of political interest and a channel for
aligning audiences with ideologies. These suppositions also provoked conflicting opin-
ions from the public regarding Twitter, which they rated as not recommended for health
information due to the distrust it generated.

In any case, the influence of politicians and the electoral use they make of Twitter
is added to the activism of a social audience, which also participates in the creation and
propagation of false information (Pérez-Curiel and Limón-Naharro 2019). Topics related
to the origin of the virus, expectations for the vaccine, the progression of the outbreak
of infectious diseases, or preventive measures have been subject to fallacies in previous
health crises (Broniatowski et al. 2018). At the beginning of April 2020, 113 million unique
authors had shared messages on Twitter regarding COVID-19 (Larson 2020). The freedom
of expression allows social networks to spread unchecked erroneous information and false
news (Rosenberg et al. 2020; Salaverría et al. 2020). In conclusion, a risk ecosystem is needed
that puts institutional dialogue with experts, informative rigor, and data verification on
topics that affect public health and requires the commitment of political leadership to stop
the metastatic spread of disinformation on the network (Bounegru et al. 2017).

1.2. Perception of Citizen’s Social Attitudes toward Vaccination. Context Study

In a moment of institutional and political crisis provoked by the infodemic, citizens
have been left more vulnerable to the impact of disinformation, especially in the realm
of social media (Salaverría et al. 2020). The social audience has not only become an
object of influence, but also a potential disseminator of falsehoods concerning the virus,
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contributing to exponentially increasing its social circulation radius (Martínez-Costa et al.
2022). Meanwhile, an increase in public confusion and distrust in politicians and media is
evident, caused by the digital immersion of hoaxes and fake news regarding COVID-19,
the government’s management of COVID-19, or the efficacy of vaccines and vaccination
campaigns (Pérez-Curiel and Casero-Ripollés 2022).

As part of the pre-investigation process, the report entitled “Evolution of the Social
Perception of Scientific Aspects of COVID-19”, published by the Spanish Foundation for
Science and Technology (June 2020/January 2021) has been retrieved. The objective of this
work was to measure the evolution of the attitudes of citizens towards vaccination in Spain
and to identify the main factors involved in the reluctance exhibited towards COVID-19
vaccination. The report collected the results of two rounds of telephone surveys and one
in-person survey, representative of the Spanish population, and covered a total of 12,162
interviews. The 5C model explained vaccine hesitancy in terms of five dimensions: trust in
vaccines and the healthcare system, complacency, calculation, the cost of vaccination, and
the perception of vaccination as a collective responsibility (Betsch et al. 2018). Meanwhile,
the scale measuring agreement with conspiracy theories was centered on the case of
vaccines (Shapiro et al. 2016). A summary of the results of the third and four survey
conducted confirmed a greater acceptance of the vaccine, increasing from 23% achieved in
July 2020 to 83% in May 2021 (1), a certain relaxation in the compliance with prevention
measures, when only half of the population (49%) assured that they have been able to
avoid sharing closed spaces with non-cohabitants (2), and the belief in conspiracy theories
by a significant percentage of the population (3). In fact, almost a third of the Spanish
population (31%) consider that masks are bad for their health, and close to 8% firmly
believe that vaccinating children is harmful and this fact is hidden. All of this is in a context
of disinformation, with 58% of Spaniards stating that they have seen or heard messages
encouraging people not to vaccinate against COVID-19.

The applicability of this report to research on the strategies of the main Spanish politi-
cal leaders regarding COVID-19 vaccination on Twitter has been particularly focused on the
survey variable that deals with the level of trust of the public in political institutions. The
results confirmed a diffuse degree of trust in the WHO and EU, passing through the gov-
ernment of Spain, the Autonomous Communities, and the Municipalities, which favored a
position of reticence among citizens towards vaccination. The FECYT report set out a series
of recommendations to combat the public’s lack of trust in institutions. Among them, the
pertinent recommendations included promoting transparency and making the efforts of
institutional and political organizations and their efficacy in the fight against the pandemic
and the deployment of the vaccination campaign more visible; increasing communication
regarding the functioning of public control mechanisms, such as the European Medicines
Agency and the Spanish Agency for Health Products; and combating rumors regarding
the negative effects of vaccines or their lack of efficacy, linked to conspiracy theories and
disinformation.

Therefore, the data collected from the three population surveys published by FECYT
provided information on citizens’ behavior toward the institutional management of the
vaccine conflict and the use of disinformation, which allowed for comparison with the
response of users to messages posted by Spanish political leaders on Twitter, in the context
of the first COVID-19 vaccination campaign.

In conclusion, taking this entire context into account, the main objective of this article
was to delve into the role that Spanish political leaders have played in the debate on
vaccination and the perception that the public has concerning institutional management.
Thus, this work analyzed, through a content analysis, the messages published on Twitter
by the four leaders of the parties with the highest parliamentary representation in Spain.

2. Materials and Methods

The management of a global health crisis, marked by containment strategies such as
social distancing, lockdowns, travel restrictions, and other services, and by the hope or
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distrust in vaccines to end the pandemic, on a network such as Twitter (Friedrich 2019;
Pérez-Curiel et al. 2022a) has generated an institutional and political campaign of dissent
among experts. This campaign’s main identifying features are polarization, ideological
bias, and disinformation, projected in the distrust of the social audience.

From this perspective, the following research questions arose:

RQ1.—Are vaccines a topic of debate among the main Spanish political leaders on Twitter?
RQ2.—Are polarization, bias, and misinformation characteristics of political discourse on
vaccination?
RQ3.—Are there differences between the response of Twitter users to political messages
regarding vaccines and the public opinion collected in demographic surveys?

Taking these premises into account, a triple focus content analysis methodology that
was quantitative–qualitative and discursive (Silverman 2016; Krippendorff 2012; Flow-
erdew and Richardson 2017; Van Dijk 2015) was applied, which was supported by the issue
frame/game frame theory (Cartwright et al. 2019). The social network Twitter was chosen,
given the importance it has achieved for political communication in electoral processes and
in health crises (Alonso-Muñoz et al. 2017; D’Heer and Verdegem 2015; Chen et al. 2020).

To delve deeper into the role played by political leaders and experts during the COVID-
19 vaccination process, we opted to study the Twitter accounts of the four Spanish political
leaders with the highest parliamentary representation in the Congress of Deputies (Pedro
Sánchez, Pablo Casado, Santiago Abascal, and Yolanda Díaz). Regarding the temporal
period analyzed, the sampling began with the start of the vaccination process and the
administration of the first dose in Spain (27 December 2020) and extended throughout the
following year (27 December 2021). Although this time frame did not encompass the entire
vaccination process, the twelve months of sampling captured the moments of greatest
political media focus on immunization and were significant, both in terms of quantity and
quality, to support the conclusions of the study.

Using the Twitonomy application, all tweets posted by these leaders during the
specified period of time were downloaded, constituting a general sample composed of
4283 messages. From there, screening was performed, selecting those tweets that included
the keywords ‘vaccine’, ‘vaccines’, or ’vaccination’. From the general sample, a specific
sample of 166 tweets regarding the vaccination process, spread across the four leaders on
Twitter, was derived and adjusted to the indications of previous methodological models,
which recommended that, in the collection of data in discourse studies, quality should be
prioritized over quantity (Baker 2006; Cleary et al. 2014; Silverman 2016). This premise
was therefore applicable to the analysis of emotions, an indicator that the cited experts
considered representative of the leader’s behavior to influence the citizenry.

From this premise, a coding manual was designed that allowed the analysis of the
narrative that Spanish political leaders developed throughout the vaccination process,
composed of 11 quantitative, qualitative, and discursive variables. The statistical program
chosen for the processing and exploitation of the data was IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 25).

The categorization table was structured into three main blocks: issue frame (topic),
game frame (strategies) and discursivity (feelings and tone), and message diffusion (viral-
ity). These three methodological tools answered the three research questions. To clarify
the adequacy of the methodological plan, Table 1 relates the research questions to the
analysis indicators.
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Table 1. Approach to operationalization of research questions.

Research Question (RQ) Indicators

(RQ1) Are vaccines a topic of debate among the main
Spanish political leaders on Twitter? Issue frame (topics)

(RQ2) Are polarization, bias, and misinformation
characteristics of political discourse on vaccination?

Game frame (strategies) and
discursivity (tone and feelings)

(RQ3) Are there differences between the response of
Twitter users to political messages about vaccines and the

public opinion collected in demographic surveys?
Viralization capacity

Source: Own elaboration.

For the study of the issue frame and tactics (game frame), a pre-analysis phase was
conducted in which a random sampling of 50 tweets was taken from the general sample
(n = 166) to determine and check the main categories for each variable. To deepen the
narrative of the leaders, the bias of tweets and discursive emotions were also studied,
adapting previous research to the characteristics of the sample being studied (Yeste and
Franch 2018; Moret-Soler et al. 2022).

In order to estimate the viralization and influence capacity of each tweet, a previously
used formula was applied (Pérez-Curiel et al. 2022b). In this sense, this metric completed a
valid and proven formula for taking user responses into account (Carrasco-Polaino et al.
2018). The viralization capacity was based on the sum of retweets multiplied by 2, plus the
likes and responses, all divided by the number of posted tweets (VC = (sum of retweets ×
2 + sum of likes + sum of replies)/sum of tweeted messages). The double value of retweets
was justified because Twitter increases the visibility of these tweets, showing the messages
on the timeline of the person who shares them.

3. Results

The study of Twitter profiles of the main Spanish leaders and political parties dur-
ing the twelve months analyzed gave rise to a total sample of 166 tweets related to the
vaccination process (see Table 2). In this sense, it is noteworthy that the socialist leader,
Pedro Sánchez, was linked to one out of every ten tweets published to this process (10.1%).
Likewise, the President of the government also published 117 tweets concerning vaccines,
which represented 70.5% of the specific sample.

Table 2. Frequency of tweets from each political leader.

Leader Total Tweets Vaccination Tweets % of Total Leader Tweets

Pedro Sánchez 1152 117 10.1%
Pablo Casado 1267 42 3.3%
Santiago Abascal 732 0 0.0%
Yolanda Díaz 1132 7 0.6%
Total 4283 166 3.8%

Source: Own elaboration.

Regarding the leader of the opposition and the PP, Pablo Casado focusses on vacci-
nation in only 42 of the 1267 messages he sent on Twitter during the 12 months analyzed,
which represented 3.3%. Regarding the specific sample, the popular leaders contributed
25.3% of the tweets to the study. On the other hand, it should be noted that the Vice Presi-
dent of the government and head of the Unidas Podemos list, Yolanda Díaz, only focused
on vaccination in 7 of the 1132 messages published throughout the year studied, which
represented 0.6% of the total and 4.2% of the specific sample. Regarding the leader of Vox,
Santiago Abascal, the silence he adopted was striking regarding vaccination, since he did
not dedicate a single message to this topic out of the 732 tweets he published throughout
the year.
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Delving deeper into the sample obtained from political leaders, it is worth considering
the distribution of publications throughout the period of time studied (see Figure 1).
Therefore, the data showed an increase in President Pedro Sánchez’s activity in the months
of April to July, coinciding with the period of highest vaccination among the population. On
the contrary, Pablo Casado focused his message in January, when the Spanish government’s
vaccination strategy was not yet consolidated.
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Figure 1. Frequency of tweets from each political leader by month.

3.1. Speech by National Leaders on Vaccination against COVID-19

After analyzing the theme on which the discourse of each of the selected leaders
was based (see Figure 2), it could be observed that Pedro Sánchez mainly focused on
providing information relating to the vaccination process (42.7%), the donation of vials
to Latin American countries (12%), research into new vaccines (7.7%), or the purchase of
doses (4.3%). Furthermore, there were a considerable number of cases (20.5%) in which
vaccination was used to discuss other national issues, such as the economy, or to illustrate
meetings with other international leaders (12.8%). In this line, Pablo Casado also focused
on the vaccination process (47.6%), the purchase of vials (4.8%), or the research into new
treatment (4.8%), but at the same time, used the situation to question the government’s
management in other national (28.6%) or international (9.5%) matters. Meanwhile, Vice
President Yolanda Díaz dedicated the clear majority of the few messages she posted on
providing information related to the vaccination process managed by the government
(71.4%), and the rest to other national issues (28.6%).

Diving deeper into the discursive strategies of Spanish leaders regarding vaccination
(see Figure 3), it was observed that President Pedro Sánchez mainly bet on providing
information relating to his management at the head of the government of Spain (83.8%),
including concerning the distribution of doses, the progress of the national economy, or
international management, while specific messages aimed at raising awareness among
citizens regarding the need to immunize themselves against the virus constituted a minority
of messages (14.5%). Following this line, Vice President Yolanda Díaz focused a clear
majority of her limited messages on vaccination to spread the government’s management
(85.7%) compared to those that aimed to raise awareness among the population (4.3%).
By contrast, Pablo Casado used vaccination to question the management of the Spanish
government (61.9%) or to spread the management of conservative leaders (23.8%) such as
Ursula Von der Leyen, Juan Manuel Moreno Bonilla, or Isabel Díaz Ayuso. It is noteworthy
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that the leader of the PP only dedicated two tweets (4.8%) to explaining the importance
and convenience of getting vaccinated against this disease to citizens.
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Figure 3. Strategies of Spanish leaders on Twitter.

In this vein, the analysis of the tone of the messages posted regarding vaccination by
Spanish political figures shows a behavior of maximum polarization. The tendency of the
members of the government translated into an optimistic vision of the vaccination process,
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which contrasted with the strategy of the leader of the opposition, who bet on criticism
(see Figure 4). Thus, Pedro Sánchez’s messages were mostly positive (93.2%) or neutral
(5.1%), while there were two tweets with a negative bias (1.7%) aimed at questioning
the stance of the opposition parties. Sánchez’s positive communication strategy was
complemented by the attitude of Vice President Yolanda Díaz, as all of her messages were
positive (100%). On the other hand, the PP leader focused (64.3%) on negative messages
concerning the governmental management of the inoculation process, compared with 31%
positive messages and 4.8% neutral messages.
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Figure 4. Tone of messages posted by Spanish leaders.

With the aim of delving deeper into the narrative disseminated by Spanish political
leaders when addressing the COVID-19 vaccination process, the emotions in which their
messages were framed were explored. Thus, the data again showed a polarization between
the messages of the government and those of the opposition (see Figure 5). In this way, the
socialist leader, Pedro Sánchez, mainly used messages in which he showed his pride in
what has been achieved in terms of vaccination (45.3%) and his hope that this will translate
into an improvement in the country’s situation (32.5%), while the Vice President Díaz
mainly opted to show her gratitude to health professionals (57.1%). Nevertheless, in the
case of the popular leader, clearly the blame (50%) took precedence, focusing their criticism
of the executive management on President Sánchez and the Minister of Health. Despite this,
in their messages, emotions of gratitude (16.7%) or disapproval (14.3%) were also present.
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At the time of completion of this analysis, it was advisable to take into account another
formal aspect of the messages emitted by Spanish political leaders. In this sense, a majority
trend was observed for Pedro Sánchez (62.4%) and Pablo Casado (54.8%) to incorporate
videos with their statements, while Yolanda Díaz did the same with images that illustrated
her message (42.9%). The fact that the vast majority of tweets posted by Pedro Sanchez
and Pablo Casado included edited videos or professional photos points to prior strategic
planning by their respective teams.

3.2. Response of the Audiences to the Debate on Vaccination

This research was supplemented by the study of the audience response on Twitter to
COVID-19 vaccination messages posted by the main national political leaders. From the
analysis of retweets, likes, and responses, it was evident that political leaders had a very
high capacity for virality when they referred to vaccination (2927). After analyzing each of
the cases studied (see Figure 6), we observed that the few messages posted by Yolanda Díaz
had a significant reach (5688), compared to the viralization of tweets from Pedro Sánchez
(2989) and Pablo Casado (2300).

Furthermore, it should be noted that the study of the viralization capacity of messages,
depending on the tone used, points to the fact that, in the context marked by fear of the
pandemic and polarization, the audience interacted more with positive messages (3085)
than with negative ones (2680), and that neutral messages clearly had a lower influence
(1238). On the other hand, it is worth highlighting that users of the social network Twitter
were more interested in information related to the vaccination process (3731), the purchase
of vials (2914), or the research of new treatments (2884), compared with those messages
related to donation to Latin American countries (1961) or international relations (1671). In
relation to the strategies implemented by leaders, the enormous viralization of messages
aimed at raising awareness of the need to vaccinate (5523) stands out, doubling that of those
who criticized vaccination (2560) or questioned the management (2560) of the distribution
of doses and the inoculation process.
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4. Discussion

This research adds to other previous studies that have addressed the digital conversa-
tion on Twitter of pro-vaccine and anti-vaccine communities, and, in turn, provides a vision
of the strategic behavior of political leaders regarding the COVID-19 vaccination campaign
(Larrondo Ureta et al. 2021; Carrasco-Polaino et al. 2021; Cuesta-Cambra et al. 2019). The
fact that two of the leaders in the sample selection were members of the government, with
Pedro Sánchez as President and Yolanda Díaz as Vice President, allows us to verify the
identifying marks of institutional discourse, focused on promoting awareness as a demon-
stration of the effectiveness of public management, compared to the partisan discourse of
the leader, marked by ideology, bias, and confrontation in their role as opposition. The act
of investigating political behavior through the emotions of the leader is also postulated as
a novel approach within the framework of COVID-19, in comparison to previous studies
on electoral campaigns (Moret-Soler et al. 2022), as the use of rhetoric language becomes a
communication and electoral strategy in the digital environment.

However, it should be noted that this work has some limitations. The first has to do
with the methodology. In addition to the content analysis of the accounts of political leaders
to assess their discourse on vaccines, it would be convenient to propose focus groups that
would allow enquiry concerning citizens’ opinions regarding the digital public agenda
related to vaccination, including information from new actors that have been established in
social networks during the pandemic and who promote conspiracy, denialism, and disinfor-
mation. Other limitations are related to the geographical criterion of the sample, which only
considered the Spanish national scope, and could be extended to the Latin American scope,
where institutional vaccination campaigns have been marked by a polarized discourse and
by the influence of populist policies of the extreme right and extreme left. Finally, future
research could focus its interest on experts, such as specialized sources that, in connivance
to the media, can guarantee rigorous and contrasted information concerning vaccines,
which encourages the trust of the public.

5. Conclusions

This research addresses the political discourse on Twitter regarding the COVID-19
vaccination campaign through the analysis of issues (issue frame) and strategies (game
frame) developed by the four main Spanish leaders during the pandemic. In a context
marked by citizens’ insecurity, confusion, and distrust towards institutions (Lobera Serrano
and Álvarez 2021), the results showed the differences in approach and debate of the vaccine
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topic between the government representatives and candidates of different political parties
(RQ1). The candidate of the Socialist Party, Pedro Sánchez, was constructing an institutional
narrative as President of the government, in which awareness raising and the importance of
the Spanish population getting vaccinated was the mark of identity. Statistical measurement
indicated that this leader dedicated one out of every ten tweets posted during the sample
year to the process of distribution of vaccines and inoculation, as messages based on the
rhetoric of emotion that emphasized the delivery of the Spanish government’s agenda to
prevent and combat the effects of the virus.

Facing this model of communication that prioritized raising awareness among citizens,
polarization was consolidated as a discursive strategy of Pablo Casado, the leader of the
Popular Party. In this sense, although the data confirmed that raising awareness in relation
to vaccines and the vaccination process was a shared goal of President Pedro Sánchez,
his Vice President Yolanda Díaz, leader of Unidas Podemos, and the PP candidate Pablo
Casado, a double electoral discourse model was evident: that of awareness and efficiency of
the government’s management by the government representatives, and that of polarization
and criticism of that management by the leader of the opposition.

In this framework, the silence of the Vox leader, Santiago Abascal, on Twitter was
also noteworthy, as he did not comment on the issue, in contrast to the skeptical attitude
towards vaccines that identified the policies of extreme right-wing populisms (Pérez-Curiel
et al. 2022a). The fact that there was not a single tweet posted by the populist candidate
in relation to vaccines distanced him, in this case, from other far-right leaders such as
Donald Trump, Matteo Salvini, or Jair Bolsonaro, who generated a discourse marked
by misinformation and conspiracy in relation to the pandemic. However, it is true that
Abascal’s silence did not help to end the hesitancy towards vaccination.

The mechanisms of action and reaction of leaders regarding vaccination and the entire
process of production, distribution, inoculation, and side effects in the population described
a political game with different topics and communication strategies, depending on the
institutional or partisan role of the leader. The government wanted to demonstrate their
ability to manage an unprecedented global health crisis, such as COVID-19, and to raise
awareness among the population to get vaccinated, at a time when populist conspiracy
theories (Pérez-Curiel et al. 2022b), the pre-eminence of antivaccine denialist discourse
(Larrondo Ureta et al. 2021), and the spread of rumors by users themselves flooded social
networks. The results showed that this weakened, rather than eliminated, the level of po-
larization, bias, and misinformation during the vaccination campaign (RQ2). Comparison
between leaders revealed the diffusion of messages that promoted confrontation, especially
in leaders representing bipartisanship. The announcement of the vaccination campaign by
the socialist leader on their Twitter account emanated an institutional discourse, without
ruling out the electoral brand, inherent to political communication (Gainous and Wagner
2014), which made the vaccine a key tool for not only health, but also economic recovery of
the country. The government’s effort to inform it’s citizens about active vaccination and
prevention policies against the COVID-19 pandemic was accompanied by the language of
emotions (Cuesta-Cambra et al. 2019), configuring a rhetorical narrative of pride for the
achievements made, and of hope for the future. Institutionalization was a characteristic
feature of the government’s vaccination campaign and a resource to bolster the trust of
citizens. However, the data showed a tendency of Pedro Sánchez, in line with other interna-
tional leaders (González-Rosas et al. 2022), to prioritize the showcasing of the achievements
of his management over raising awareness of vaccination.

Meanwhile, from the opposition, Pablo Casado delegitimized the vaccination cam-
paign and, therefore, the public management, resorting to a tone of constant conflict, which
promoted “blaming” the adversary as the dominant emotional trait. Despite the fact
that holding the government accountable is essentially the purpose of any democratic
opposition, the attitude of the conservative leader did not contribute to reducing social
polarization and increasing the public confidence to overcome the health, economic and
social crisis. The only common denominator between both leaders existed in expressing
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support for the vaccine, in line with the opinion expressed by experts, and against the
conspiratorial and negative behaviors that circulated on the networks, and identifying
extreme populist ideologies. In this permanent division dynamic, a weakening of the role
of other political actors, such as Unidas Podemos candidate Yolanda Díaz, was observed. It
should be noted that, despite her enormous ability to go viral on Twitter, the Vice President
of the government also opted to publish a small number of messages concerning vaccines
and focused her attention on other issues related to her institutional management.

The non-participation of the leader of Vox in this digital debate on vaccines and the
vaccination campaign could be considered an indicator of ideological bias, since silence can
be considered as a strategy of hiding his attitude of rejection of the vaccine and avoiding
criticism from part of the electorate against this negative position of the populist leaders. In
this sense, at the end of the studied period, close to 90% of Spaniards older than 12 years had
been vaccinated (Ministry of Health 2021). In addition, in relation to Vox voters themselves,
it is noteworthy that, in the survey of the Spanish Center for Sociological Research (CIS
2021), the vast majority (89.1%) of far-right party voters claimed to have been vaccinated,
which was slightly below the average (96.5%).

Confirmation bias (Riva 2018; Amorós 2018) is also a sign of identity of the leader’s
strategies, prevailing the positive tone of messages of the two government representatives,
and an evident sign of negativity in the tweets published by the PP candidate, who
questioned the effectiveness of public policies in the health field. This cannot be overlooked,
and this is reflected in the thematic and linguistic analysis of the messages posted on
the network; the relevance of issues such as the purchase of vaccines and the progress
of the inoculation process is an example of an electoral narrative that relegates scientific
argumentation to a secondary plane. Finally, polarization can be considered a common
trait of the political discourse of the candidates of the PSOE and the PP, in each case
incentivizing the vaccine as a resource for defining the electoral vote. Consciousness raising
as a discursive mark is part of institutional discourse, but does not manage to impose itself
as a base political strategy to weaken polarization.

This research aimed to analyze the response of audiences to messages disseminated
by leaders (RQ3), based on the bidirectionality criterion that defines a network such as
Twitter (Campos-Domínguez 2017). From this perspective, there was a greater interaction
of audiences with messages of a positive tone, compared to negative or neutral messages,
which did not generate virality. The audience was also prone to comment on and spread
those messages that aimed to raise awareness among citizens regarding the importance
of vaccination, outnumbering those other tweets that praised the effectiveness of the
government’s management of the vaccination process or, in contrast, the opposition’s
criticism of the institutional vaccine campaign. The response of audiences to Yolanda Díaz’s
messages was remarkable, doubling that of Pedro Sánchez and Pablo Casado, and showing
a greater interest from users in those informative messages, public gratitude, and positive
tone compared to the polarization emanating from the two party leaders.

In line with the tendency of citizens to provide a greater response to emotional,
empathetic, and personal messages (Castillo-Esparcia et al. 2020b), this research confirmed
that political representatives were trying to lead the vaccination debate, intensifying their
emotional language and, consequently, contributing to polarizing society (Rivera Otero
et al. 2021; Robles et al. 2022). All of this does not contribute to developing the necessary
communication that helps to create a soothing effect in the face of a health, economic,
and social crisis (Xifra 2020). In conclusion, this research represents a pioneering and
original contribution not only with regard to the debate on COVID-19 vaccination in social
networks, but also with regard to the polarizing capacity of political leaders in Twitter’s
digital public debate. Furthermore, the methodological proposal could be used for future
research in the field of political communication.
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