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Abstract This paper explores Twitter adoption and social

media engagement of private German environmental

foundations. The study follows Lovejoy and Saxton’s

(2012) approach to the hierarchy of social media engage-

ment. It demonstrates the domination of an information

provision role on Twitter and the almost equal relevance of

action mobilizations and community building posts. At the

same time, the study supplements the existing typology

with the additional dimension of communication partners

addressed in each type of tweet. Finally, using data from

interviews, the study interprets and explains the role of

social media tweets and patterns of engagement with dif-

ferent groups. In-depth analysis of tweets and interviews

with the foundation representatives confirmed a limited use

of social media as a means for dialogue and community

development. Simultaneously, analysis shows that tweets

posted by foundations predominantly address a profes-

sional community of other civil society actors, experts and

politicians, creating an online expert bubble. Interviews

confirmed that such online connections mirror offline

cooperation networks that are perceived to be more

important for successful communication and project

development by the investigated organizations.

Keywords Twitter � Environmental foundations �
Germany � Social media

Introduction

The rapid rise and development of social media platforms

have dramatically changed communication practices, pro-

viding new arenas for public expression, dialogue and

mobilizations. Research on social media and non-profit

organizations has thrived in recent years. While earlier

scholarship optimistically viewed social media platforms

as an equalising medium and stressed opportunities for

stakeholder engagement, recent studies have taken a more

critical stand. The substantial bulk of research shows that

social media is employed by non-profit organizations pre-

dominantly for the purposes of information provision and

rarely used to establish dialogue and deepen engagement

between different actors.

Studies that investigate social media posts often focus

on one of two broad research avenues: they either inves-

tigate content of the social media posts, or look at

engagement potential and target audience (Guo & Saxton,

2014). One of the most widespread approaches to the

investigation of content relies on a three-fold hierarchy of

social media posts developed by Lovejoy and Saxton

(2012). Authors suggested that posts can serve three major

purposes: information provision, community building or

action mobilizations. The majority of studies based on this

framework agreed that an information provision role

dominated in social media posts of non-profit organiza-

tions, while a substantially smaller share of messages

addressed community building or motivated actions (Park

et al., 2016; Svensson et al., 2015; Zhou & Pan, 2016).

Some studies presented contradicting evidence showing

that certain non-profit organizations use social media more

for community building and less for information sharing

purposes (Auger, 2013; Campbell & Lambright, 2020).

Given these mixed results, the present study attempts to
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develop this promising theoretical approach and deepen

our knowledge of the roles of social media posts.

Studies that investigate communication audiences of

non-profit organizations usually focus on strategies of

community building and selection of the target audiences

(Anagnostopoulos et al., 2017; Saxton & Guo, 2014).

Previous scholarship suggests that organizations seek

broader support and use social media to engage with

donors (Maxwell & Carboni, 2016; Saxton & Waters,

2014; Waters et al., 2009), and develop relationships with

relevant stakeholders (Curtis et al., 2010). However,

authors have also criticised non-profit organizations for not

being able to promote and endorse their partners and col-

laborators online (Soboleva et al., 2017; Svensson et al.,

2015). Relying on the social capital approach, (Saxton &

Guo, 2020) convincingly argued that the benefits from

social media engagement are tightly coupled with the

quality and size of the social media audience. Importantly,

literature that investigates the role of social media posts

rarely overlaps with studies of target audience addressed

through social media. The present study contributes to both

streams of literature, focusing on the role of the content-

audience nexus. This article thus addresses three broad

research questions: (1) How and for which purposes do

German environmental foundations use Twitter? (2) Who

are the main communication partners addressed in these

tweets? (3) How does Twitter engagement fit in the general

communication patterns of the selected environmental

foundations?

On the empirical level, this research extends our

knowledge, focusing on the understudied cases of non-

profit organizations—namely German private environ-

mental foundations.1 Previous research has predominantly

addressed social media engagement of large US-based non-

profit organizations, while small community-based private

foundations have received considerably less scholarly

attention. In turn, smaller grassroots organizations are

expected to be more interactive in their social media use

(Lovejoy et al., 2012). Furthermore, charitable foundations

represent a special case of non-profit organizations with a

higher level of financial autonomy and flexibility in terms

of resource allocation (Goeke & Moser, 2021). While

having attracted relatively little scholarly attention, private

foundations present an interesting research puzzle that can

illuminate interesting features of online communication.

The present study concerns relatively small, private

environmental foundations based in Germany and

investigates their patterns of social media adoption and

online engagement. This research contributes to our

understanding of the role of social media and the digital

public sphere, illustrating the emergence of online com-

munication bubbles and connections between online and

offline realms. Content analysis of tweets confirmed dom-

ination of the information provision role of Twitter

accounts and highlighted the higher frequency of tweets

that engage other users, rather than serve the needs of

foundations. Furthermore, findings suggest that founda-

tions tend to communicate in the ‘expert bubble’, i.e.,

engage online with their professional communities. Twitter

is rarely used to expand these communities, but helps

foundations to reinforce and strengthen existing

connections.

The study focuses on the level of social media posts and

supplements this analysis with the organizations’ own

views on the role of social media. The goal of the study is

addressed through multi-method research design that

combines an in-depth description of Twitter use, based on

the full sample of tweets; categorization of representative

sample of tweets based on Lovejoy and Saxton (2012)

typology and interviews with organizational representa-

tives. The rest of the essay is organised as follows: the next

section reviews previous scholarship, focusing on how non-

profit organizations, particularly charitable foundations,

utilise social media. It also discusses literature that inves-

tigates stakeholders addressed by non-profit organizations

online. In the following section, data and methods of the

study are described. Next, results are presented, starting

from the description of the typology of Twitter posts of the

selected foundations focusing on groups that were

addressed in each type of posts and concluding with the

explanation of social media use. The final section sum-

marises the findings and suggests further research

directions.

Literature Review and Theoretical Underpinnings

The rapid rise and growth of social networking sites have

triggered a new research agenda on the civil society use of

Web 2.0 tools because they were expected to have an

equalising potential of a low-cost communication medium,

beneficial for less resourceful organizations (Coombs,

1998; Taylor et al., 2001). Following Kaplan and Haenlein

(2010), social media is defined in this study as a ‘‘group of

Internet-based applications that build on the ideological

and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow

the creation and exchange of User Generated Content’’

(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Social networks such as

Twitter allow not only individuals and groups to effectively

broadcast to ‘the world’ (Palmer, 2014) or consume

1 With regard to foundations, the international terminology is

ambiguous. In Germany, a foundation usually comprises assets that

are equipped with a legal entity and dedicated to a public purpose.

They are either privately or publicly erected. The US-American

equivalent would be philanthropic foundation but the distinction

grant-making vs. operating foundations is less common in Germany.
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content, but to actively engage in content co-production

and communication (Bonsón & Ratkai, 2013; Ellison &

Boyd, 2013).

Later studies convincingly argued that organizations

were not successful in the promotion of online conversa-

tions. Investigations of non-profits with different agendas,

like sport (Anagnostopoulos et al., 2017) or healthcare (Ure

et al., 2019), came to similar conclusions: social media is

used to provide information and seek instrumental support,

and to a lesser extent for interaction with the audience (also

in Lovejoy et al. (2012). In this sense, Twitter is not dif-

ferent from other social media platforms: Bellucci and

Manetti (2017, 897) claimed that only a handful of large

US-based non-profits use Facebook ‘to collect feedback

and interact with stakeholders’.

Role of Social Media Posts

Lovejoy and Saxton (2012) proposed an alternative

approach towards organization’s use of social media. Their

study went beyond information sharing and dialogue

dichotomy and suggested that posts should aim not only for

starting an online conversation, but inspire activities among

users. Authors proposed a hierarchy of social media

engagement and developed a typology of roles that online

posts serve. At the bottom of this hierarchy situated the

most basic ‘‘information provision’’ category that requires

the least level of engagement. Posts that are aimed at

‘‘community building’’ require more engagement, while

‘‘action mobilizations’’ posts were considered the most

advanced form of communication. They concluded that the

majority of tweets submitted by the largest US non-profits

simply shared information about certain issues (56.8%).

The second largest category was aimed at community

building (25.8%) i.e., attempted to engage and strengthen

connections with various stakeholders. The third and

smallest category (15.6%) included tweets aimed at action

mobilizations when users ‘‘start doing something about it’’

(Lovejoy & Saxton, 2012, 350). Similarly, Guo and Saxton

(2014, 70) suggested that this threefold hierarchy corre-

sponds to the stages of what they call ‘‘mobilizations dri-

ven relationship building’’ with specific groups of

constituents. Their findings confirm that the first stage of

information provision corresponds to reaching out to new

audiences and logically constitutes the majority of social

media posts; at the second stage organizations are trying to

‘‘keep the flame alive’’ and engage their communities; the

third group of action-related tweets inspires stepping up to

action and is usually aimed at the smallest group of devoted

supporters.

The existence of hierarchy among the social media posts

was confirmed by other research that investigated organi-

zations with different agendas and situated across different

political contexts (Guo & Saxton, 2014; Holmberg &

Hellsten, 2016; Huang et al., 2016). These studies agreed

that the most numerous category of posts was usually

associated with information provision, followed by com-

munity building, while action-related posts appeared least

frequently. In turn, Auger (2013, 374) concluded that

among social media posts submitted by advocacy groups

with different agendas, ‘‘community function was most

prevalent (55%), followed by calls to action (23%) and

information about the organization (11%)’’ and Svensson

(2015) demonstrated the prevalence of community-build-

ing posts with higher levels of two-way communication.

The only study that utilised a hierarchy of posts to

investigate a sample of German organizations also classi-

fied 52.9% of posts as information provision, 26.82% as

community building and 20.27% as action (Bürger, 2015).

He demonstrated that subcodes related to events

acknowledgements and events promotion appeared the

most frequently in the sample. The author concluded that

social media play different roles for foundations compared

to other non-profit organizations: because foundations

provide grants, rather than collect donations, they are less

likely to ask for donations. Campbell and Lambright (2020)

showed that US-based non-profit human service organiza-

tions used more action-related posts because they have

higher levels of resource dependence and use social media

to request support and actions from stakeholders. Follow-

ing this line of argumentation, the opposite can be expected

from charitable foundations that, as mentioned above, have

lower resource dependence on external actors.

Despite some discrepancy between various studies, the

hierarchy of social media posts proposed by Lovejoy and

Saxton (2012) proved to be useful in bringing deeper

understanding of online engagement patterns. For example,

Saxton and Waters concluded that users ‘‘liked’’ dialogic

messages and some mobilising messages more often, but

were more likely to share one-way informational messages.

Guidry et al. (2014) showed that information messages can

produce higher levels of engagement, but calls to action

and community building posts generated more direct

responses from the audience. The present research suggests

extending the application of Lovejoy and Saxton’s (2012)

hierarchy to include another important aspect, namely

communication partners addressed in social media posts.

Audiences of Social Media Posts

Scholars have argued that social networking sites could be

particularly useful for civil society actors because they

provide opportunities for low-cost communication with

various actors (Waters et al., 2009) and allow the creation

of virtual community spaces where like-minded people can

communicate (Wertime and Fenwick, 2008) or ask for
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support (Bellucci & Manetti, 2017). Holmberg and Hell-

sten (2016) pointed out that non-profit organizations are

more likely to target other users directly in social media

than for-profit organizations. Saxton and Guo (2020) con-

vincingly argued that benefits from social media engage-

ment of any organization are tightly coupled with the

quality and size of the social media audience of this

organization. Furthermore, Ihm (2019) demonstrated that

organisational activities generate various relationships with

different stakeholders and various types of ties that produce

different outcomes for online network structures of non-

profit organisations. Hence, it is important to investigate

not only what organizations post on social media, but who

is targeted in these messages.

Only very few studies have investigated communication

partners and audiences addressed in the social media posts.

Greenberg and MacAulay (2009) concluded that Canadian

environmental advocacy groups, instead of simply

announcing events or asking for donations, use social

media to develop creativity and establish networks of

collaborators. Briones et al. (2011) showed that the primary

publics of the Red Cross social media communication

included volunteers, the media, and younger users. Simi-

larly, community sport foundations promoted their sports

participation and education programs via Twitter because

this platform has relevance for the younger population

(Anagnostopoulos et al., 2017).

Previous research has also investigated strategies of

community building and engagement tactics with specific

audiences on social media platforms (Saxton & Guo,

2014). Authors suggested that Twitter was used by US-

based non-profits to inform and educate the general public

on topics related to their missions. They concluded that

public education and grassroots lobbying work better on

Twitter because it is a tool for mass communication and

tweets go out to everyone. However, Soboleva et al. (2017)

demonstrated a relatively low and often indirect promotion

of partners by a large US-based charitable organization and

lack of strategic use of Twitter by these organizations for

strengthening. Researchers often focus on how organiza-

tions seek support and engagement with their donors via

social media platforms (Maxwell & Carboni, 2016; Saxton

& Waters, 2014; Waters et al., 2009) or develop relation-

ships with broader groups of stakeholders (Curtis et al.,

2010). For example, Zhou and Pan (2017) determined that

Chinese grassroots organisations were more likely to

communicate with volunteers via social media platforms

due to a higher dependence on external resources compared

to government organised non-profit organizations and

corporate foundations.

Although some scholars have modified and extended

Lovejoy and Saxton’s (2012) typology, to the best of our

knowledge, there were no attempts to supplement coding

schema with the information on target groups for different

types of posts. This study aims to fill this gap and com-

plement research on hierarchy of social media with the

investigation of communication partners that are targeted

by charitable foundations in tweets. The study suggests that

the role of social media can be better explained by looking

at audiences addressed in tweets from different categories.

Furthermore, a broader look at online and offline cooper-

ation priorities set by the selected foundations can give

further insights of how social media is utilised by foun-

dations. The study is guided by the following research

questions: (1) How and for which purposes do German

environmental foundations use Twitter? (2) Who are the

main communication partners addressed in these tweets?

(3) How do patterns of Twitter engagement fit in the gen-

eral communication patterns of the selected environmental

foundations?

Methodology

The study followed several steps: firstly, descriptive

statistics of Twitter accounts for each foundation and the

content of their tweets were analysed. Secondly, qualitative

semi-structured interviews were conducted with foundation

representatives to assist interpreting the results of the first

step. The multi-method design proposed in this study

allowed for the triangulation of different data types that

facilitated not only provision of in-depth description, but

also explanation of social media engagement patterns. The

sample for previous studies often included non-profit

organizations with diverse agendas which can at least

partly explain differences in social media use. The present

research builds on the alternative approach and includes in

the sample only organizations with an environmental

agenda, eliminating it as a factor that accounts for differ-

ences in social media role. Furthermore, this study extends

existing empirical knowledge looking at the understudied

case of charitable organizations based in Germany.

Twitter data collection was performed with the NodeXL

Pro software that provides abundant opportunities for col-

lection of social media platforms information. This study

focuses on the content of tweets, therefore all tweets sub-

mitted by each foundation were collected based on their

unique IDs. Importantly, Twitter API limits data acquisi-

tion to the 3200 most recent tweets from each account,

therefore some previous studies could investigate only the

most recent tweets submitted by organizations. In turn,

foundations selected for this study submitted less than 3200

tweets in total, making it possible to collect the full sample

of their posts created between 2009 and 2020.

The full sample of tweets available for content analysis

contained 8073 entries, 239 of which contained only URLs,
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and were deleted from the database. The remaining 7835

tweets were sampled randomly, controlling for the share of

tweets produced annually by each foundation. The sample

contained 2041 tweets or 26% of the database and was

coded by three trained coders using MAXQDA20 software.

Coding schema for content analysis was borrowed from

Lovejoy and Saxton (2012) with three main types of

tweets, and subcategories for the community building and

action tweets. Following the original study by Lovejoy and

Saxton and some later publications (e.g., Zhou & Pan,

2016) coders were instructed to identify the main idea of

each tweet and classify posts based on the dominant

communication roles. Coder training was based on several

rounds of trial coding and discussions that brought agree-

ment between coders to the level of 85%. When messages

could be assigned to more than one classification, members

of the research group discussed and resolved disagreements

together. If one post served double or triple purposes and it

was impossible to distinguish the main role, posts were

classified according to the highest level of communication

hierarchy (Action—Community Building—Information).

The original coding schema was supplemented by the code

for communication partners where applicable. ‘‘Commu-

nication partners’’ sub codes covered all major groups that

foundations addressed in their tweets: NGOs, experts,

business, political actors, media and the general audience.

The second stage of data collection involved semi-

structured interviews with the representatives of charita-

ble foundations. Interviews were conducted in an online

and offline format in September and October 2020. Pur-

posive interview sampling targeted representatives of

organizations who were responsible for media communi-

cation and public relations strategies. In total, interviews

were conducted with thirteen foundation employees (see

Table 1 in the appendix).

Results

Typology of Tweets Posted by German

Environmental Foundations

Similar to the previous research results, this study con-

cludes that information provision tweets were the most

numerous, with the total sample constituting 48.8% of all

tweets. The second largest category in the aggregated

sample was action-related (33.02%), followed by 17.9% of

community building tweets. Results based on the aggre-

gated data significantly differs from previous studies based

on Lovejoy and Saxton’s typology that usually classified

action-related tweets as the least numerous category.

Analysis of organization-level use of Twitter revealed the

source of this serious bias: 67.5% of anstiftung foundation

tweets were action-related tweets and only 18.2% shared

information. Tweets submitted by other organizations fol-

lowed a general pattern described in the previous literature

that deployed this classification: on average 55.5% of their

tweets played an information-provision role, while action-

related tweets and community tweets comprised almost

equal groups of 22.4% and 21.9% of the sample,

respectively.

At the next step of analysis, subcategories of commu-

nity-building and action-mobilizations Tweets were

addressed. The most prominent action-related subcate-

gories aggregated across all foundations except anstiftung

foundation included tweets that contained some lobbying

or advocacy efforts (5.31%), tweets that encouraged read-

ers to join a website or vote for an organization (4.93%)

and those tweets that promoted events (4.55%). In turn,

Twitter was rarely used to encourage material support for

foundations: subcategories that communicated needs of

foundations were significantly less visible (donation

appeals–1.03%; calls for volunteers–1.5%; and learning

how to help–1.96%).

In the community-building category, two sub-subcate-

gories appeared to be the most prominent: Twitter was used

to acknowledge current and local events (7.4%) and to

express gratitude and recognition of other users (6.2%). At

the same time, in line with findings in previous studies

reviewed above, tweets were rarely used as a two-way

communication medium: on average only 2.65% tweets of

all foundations including anstiftung foundation solicited

response and only 1.67% were classified as responses to

other users.

Although differences in subcategories on the level of

individual organizations are relatively low, some founda-

tions stood out as using Twitter for specific purposes. For

example, anstiftung foundation used Twitter to promote

Repair Café events that comprised 67.22% of all its tweets.

The lobbying /advocacy subcategory was particularly rel-

evant for Stiftung trias (21.6%) and covered 4.1% of the

total sample.

To summarise, particularly prominent were posts that

were addressed externally i.e. those that involved other

organizations, partners or discussed events and projects.

Those posts that addressed needs of organizations, i.e.,

directed internally, were used less by the foundations. This

could be explained by the modus operandi of private

charitable foundations that are less dependent on external

resources than other types of non-profit organizations.

Audience of Twitter Accounts of German

Environmental Foundations

The present study focuses not only on the hierarchy of

tweets submitted by the selected environmental

544 Voluntas (2023) 34:540–551
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foundations, but also investigates the audience that is being

addressed in these posts. In total, 1055 mentions of various

actors were detected in the sample—a number which does

not correspond to the number of tweets, because multiple

actors were sometimes mentioned in one tweet. Impor-

tantly, foundations mentioned other users with the Twitter

@user tool in 62% of tweets, while in the other 38% of

tweets, actors were referenced by their name or title of

organizations (i.e. indirectly). For example, Deutsche

Wildtiere Stiftung tweets about cooperation with the

Naturstiftung David (both included in this study): We have

recently set up the first Batcorders in MV as part of our pug

bat monitoring together with partners such as the David

Nature Foundation. We give bats a voice!.2

Further analysis clearly finds that foundations’ com-

munication is skewed towards other civil society actors,

such as non-profit organizations, IGOs, think tanks, and

other foundations (28.4% of posts with mentions), followed

by experts (20.3%), political actors (19.2%), media

(11.5%), business (10.9%) and the general public (9.2%).

Two-dimensional analysis showed that up to 30.7% of

tweets with information provision function, 29.9% action-

related and 24.2% communication-related tweets, men-

tioned other civil society actors. The second most impor-

tant communication partners were experts and

professionals, who work on topics related to the area of

foundations’ interest: around 20% of information and

community-related and 22.8% of action mobilizations

tweets mentioned experts, professionals or university staff.

Foundations actively promote participation in their part-

ners’ offline events, endorse their projects and acknowl-

edge other non-profit organizations or experts.

Political actors of different levels were the third largest

group addressed by foundations. This category included

inter-governmental institutions (e.g. EU bodies), national

and local political actors such as political parties, and

single politicians. In the action-related subcategories,

tweets classified as ‘‘lobbying and advocacy’’ (36.7%) and

response-solicitation (31.3%), targeted political actors. The

share of tweets directed at media outlets and journalists

was unexpectedly low, with more information-provision

tweets. Frequently they mentioned interviews conducted

with foundation representatives by a media outlet dis-

cussing a past event and did not address mass media to

promote themselves. Similarly, private sector companies

were not mentioned often, and were more visible in com-

munity-building. The general public was addressed in

16.1% of community-building tweets, particularly those

soliciting a response (43.8%), but appear rarely in infor-

mation-provision or action-related categories. These find-

ings suggest some attempts at community building and

audience expansion, but do not show efforts to mobilise

support or inspire any actions (Table 3).

Analysis of the representative sample of tweets con-

firmed the domination of the information-provision role of

Twitter; with one prominent exception, action-related and

community building posts appeared with equal frequency

in tweets of the environmental foundations. More detailed

analysis of subcategories unearthed the importance of posts

directed at other organizations and individuals, rather than

mobilising help and support for the foundations

themselves.

The most frequent tweets mentioned other non-profit

organizations or professionals who work on similar topics,

invited politicians to dialogue or addressed them with

lobbying and advocacy efforts. This section concludes that

Twitter is used for the endorsement of the professional

community and as an indication of relevant cooperation

ties, although levels of dialogue and two-way communi-

cation remain low. In turn, it is visible that communication

and engagement strategies in such online ‘‘expert bubbles’’

differ from communication with donors or the general

public. Foundations engage through social media with

actors who belong to the same field and professional cycle,

and do not use common Twitter tools like @mentions and

@replies to attract attention, create dialogue, or highlight

and promote cooperation. Indeed, Twitter is a tool for mass

communication and, by definition, such posts go out to

everyone (Guo & Saxton, 2014), hence targeting various

users and specific audiences can be particularly challenging

for organizations, especially those with less resources.

It can be further suggested that foundations’ Twitter

accounts are not used to engage new users or mobilise a

broader circle of supporters because they mirror profes-

sional communities that already exist. Twitter communi-

cation relies on pre-existing connections and is used to

strengthen ties, endorse and show gratitude to important

partners.

Role of Tweets Explained

This section summarises explanations of Twitter engage-

ment and selection of communication partners and target

audiences by the foundations’ representatives. The infor-

mation is drawn from interviews conducted with repre-

sentatives of private foundations. The main aim of these

interviews was to go beyond a description of social media

posts and explain visible engagement patterns.

In general, employees responsible for foundations’

external communications confirmed that Twitter is ulti-

mately a medium for information\…[ It is more of a

2 Original Tweet: ‘‘Vor kurzem haben wir die ersten Batcorder in

MV aufgestellt, im Rahmen unseres Mopsfledermaus-Monitorings

gemeinsam mit Partnern wie der Naturstiftung David. Wir geben

Fledermäusen eine Stimme!’’ Available at https://twitter.com/dew

ist92/status/1166293731353513984 (18 September 2021).
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carousel of information, a take and give, than a commu-

nication platform (Stiftung trias). The overwhelming

majority of foundation representatives stated that Twitter is

used only as an additional platform where one can post

something that cannot be posted on the website. Similarly,

Succow Stiftung representative stressed the crucial infor-

mation provision role that their account plays in the case of

spreading their message: when it comes to facts, they need

to be publicly corrected. Of course, there are threads and

replies, but there are also [informational] messages.

Twitter is perceived as a give-and-take platform (Stiftung

trias) used not only for information provision, but for the

collection of information on projects of other stakeholders

or news outlets: I also use social media as a news channel

for myself and subscribe to relevant channels (SÖL).

Communication strategies rarely consider social media

platforms in general, and Twitter in particular, as central

communication tools.

Interviews confirmed large diversity in communication

strategies of the selected foundations which is conditioned

by flexibility of resource allocation among charita-

ble foundations. As hypothesised above, relative resource

independence from external environments determines the

communication strategies and target audiences addressed

by foundations: It is important to mention the organiza-

tional form, because it makes our communication strategy

very independent. We don’t have to recruit members. And

we have to attract donors to conduct our projects, but not

to survive (Deutsche Wildtiere Stiftung). Foundations that

seek external funding have to adjust their communication

strategies according to the requirements of donors. For

example, GNF has to comply with the requirements of

donors and publish results of their work; Succow Stiftung

created an additional Twitter account for one of its projects

to ensure better information targeting: If you are more

precisely thematically, you can reach special groups of

interested parties better.

The majority of interviewees pointed at resource con-

straints that considerably limit all active discussions and

engagement on Twitter: long Twitter-threads are beyond

our capacity (Stiftung trias) or limit social media use in

general: If we had more resources, we could certainly set

up an Instagram account or be more active on Twitter. This

is not happening at the moment because of resource rea-

sons (Stiftung Pfadfinden). In some cases, foundations

deliberately focus on offline communication due to the

audiences they address: over 50% of our target group are

older supporters\…[ some of them we cannot reach via

social media, instead we distribute emails, or letters by

post with a manual signature. The latter works almost

better than email. Our donations also show us that per-

sonal addressing is preferred by this generation. (Jäger

Stiftung). A combination of organizational traits and

limited resources of small private foundations forces them

to focus their communication strategies on conventional

one-way forms of communication and limit social media

use.

Interviewees acknowledged that Twitter communication

clearly flows in the direction of politics and the profes-

sional publics (Fachöffentlichkeit) in the broadest sense,

partly also the press. (Stiftung trias). Similarly, the

Deutsche Wildtiere Stiftung representative explains that on

Twitter you can reach many of the so-called decision-

makers, yes, journalists, politicians and so on, that is why

they primarily use Twitter to lobby. Other organizations

stress that, as non-profit and non-political actors, they are

very careful in connecting with, retweeting or following

business representatives or politicians: That might make a

wrong impression if we follow specific political actors. Of

course, they might be interesting for us, but it can also

signal that I represent opinions, so I am careful (Stiftung

David). Hence, even under conditions of resource con-

straints, some foundations act strategically on social media.

Representatives of the anstiftung further described the

selection of friends and followers as a conscious and

mindful process:

When I see that someone is following us, we also

follow them. I don’t do that in everyday life either, it

happens in waves. I sit down and concentrate on who

has subscribed to us recently or who has been fol-

lowing us recently. Then, I check their accounts and

follow back or not.\...[These can be organizations

or individuals, but I look at their profiles and what

they are doing, and what their latest news was. If that

suits us as a foundation or I see that it is an individual

who can be interested in our work, I follow them

back. If I have a feeling that it’s a commercial pro-

vider who just wants to create a network, I won’t

follow them back because we as a foundation don’t

do anything that has a commercial approach.

Not all foundations described a rigorous selection of

their communication partners, but most of them stated that

Twitter is used to connect with like-minded individuals and

organizations with similar agenda who tweet in the vicinity

of relevant topics (Stiftung für Bären). Similarly, an SÖL

representative explains that organic industry is relatively

manageable, i.e. everyone has contacts with each other, I

see that myself, too: many of our followers also know each

other and I can meet them online or in other contexts. In

this sense, interviews supported our previous findings:

foundations select communication partners among experts

and other civil society actors from the same field.

Finally, interviews have confirmed close connections

between online and offline communication activities of the

selected foundations. Twitter accounts of these
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organizations are linked to the partners familiar to the

foundations through their offline work. At the same time,

project partners are selected mostly offline because we all

already know them (Stiftung für Bären). Similarly, an SÖL

representative explained that on Twitter he orients himself

towards those actors that we also meet in daily work. It can

be concluded that Twitter and other platforms are rarely

used to expand communities, reach out to new audiences or

search for new partners. Foundations selected for the study

use Twitter to interact with the existing community and to

enhance these connections. Foundation representatives

often stressed that calls for support or mobilization func-

tion better through non-social media tools e.g. calling

directly, arranging offline events, or engaging relevant

target groups through direct non-digital invitations. These

results echo suggestions made by Zhou and Pan (2017)

who described the non-profit sector in Western democra-

cies as comprised of ‘‘digital migrants’’. Unlike in China,

the emergence of civil society in Germany did not co-occur

with the emergence of digital technologies; they estab-

lished their mode of operation long before social media

development and now face difficulties in adopting new

technologies.

Conclusion

The study applied Lovejoy and Saxton’s (2012) hierarchy

of social media posts to examine use of Twitter by German

charitable foundations. Firstly, the study provided a com-

prehensive review of social media use and role of Twitter

posts; secondly, it focused on the communication partners

of these foundations. Finally, it outlined explanations of

Twitter engagement suggested by the foundations’ repre-

sentatives, putting social media use in a general context of

communication strategies. The study contributes to our

understanding of social media engagement of private

foundations and provides additional empirical evidence to

the broader research agenda on the role of social media and

dynamics of the digital public.

At the first glance, these findings are consistent with

previous scholarship: analysis of a representative sample of

tweets showed the limited relevance of Twitter as a plat-

form for two-way communication and dialogue and con-

firms the particular prominence of an information provision

role, while action-related and community building tweets

were less prominent in the sample. Foundations attempt to

use Twitter as a platform for communication, but for a

number of reasons these attempts are limited. Simultane-

ously, interviewees stressed that Twitter helped to acquire

information on events and projects of their partners—hence

it plays not only information provision, but also an infor-

mation acquisition role. Further analysis of the

‘Information-Community-Action’ hierarchy of social

media posts reflects types of online engagement that

foundations offer to their audience without development of

two-way communication. Following Bürger (2015), pre-

sent analysis of tweet subcategories has indicated that they

were more often aimed at the foundations’ external milieu,

rather than the satisfaction of their own needs. Low fre-

quency of such tweets as ‘calls for volunteers’ and ‘do-

nation appeals’ might be explained by the specific nature of

private foundations that have relative resource indepen-

dence compared to other types of non-profit organizations.

At the same time, analysis demonstrated that tweets were

used for advocacy efforts, events promotion, or expression

of recognition and gratitude. This is a clear demonstration

of attempts—probably not always successful or skilful—to

address relevant communication partners. These results

suggest that, despite all limitations, Twitter is used as a tool

to connect with stakeholders, highlight important contacts

and monitor their activities.

Content analysis demonstrated that the majority of

communication partners addressed via Twitter belonged to

the professional networks of the selected foundations. Most

frequently, tweets mentioned other non-profit organiza-

tions, experts and politicians, while media, private sector

and the general audience were addressed less frequently.

Although foundations are more flexible in defining their

communication strategies, they select means to reach rel-

evant audiences and put emphasis on specific communi-

cation means, often leaving other social media tools

behind. Nonetheless, our study confirms that social media

communication partners were selected strategically by the

majority of organizations to demonstrate common interests,

follow relevant stakeholders or emphasise the non-political

stand of some foundations. Interviews confirmed that

online connections often mirrored offline contacts and

partnerships of foundations. Social media in general, and

Twitter communication in particular, relies on these

already existing connections and is used to strengthen ties,

endorse and show gratitude to their offline partners. The

study concludes that instead of expanding community,

Twitter reinforced offline professional communities and

created an online ‘‘expert bubble’’.

The study furthermore indicated specific traits of com-

munication and engagement patterns in such ‘‘expert bub-

bles’’. Unlike previous scholarship that relied on a

quantitative approach analysing factors relevant for social

media use (e.g. Bürger, 2015; Campbell & Lambright,

2020; Huang et al., 2016; Saxton & Waters, 2014; Zhou &

Pan, 2017), the present study used qualitative data to

unearth underlying explanations of social media engage-

ment. For example, analysis suggests that community

building tweets are less relevant for foundations because

Twitter communication is aimed at sharing information
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with already known partners. To a certain extent, the study

shares criticism of earlier scholarship (e.g. Soboleva et al.,

2017) and suggests that foundations do not employ Twitter

tools to enhance communication with stakeholders and

make clearer demonstration of relevant connections.

Overall, findings presented in this essay contribute to a

broad research agenda on the digital public sphere. These

results tap into the ongoing debate on online flows of

information, selective exposure and the development of

communication bubbles (Pariser, 2011), contributing to the

discussion on the emergence of what we call ‘‘expert

bubbles’’. Such communication bubbles are characterised

through the exclusion of certain voices, by processes of

social selection and community formation (Nguyen, 2020).

On the one hand, these findings share a ‘‘pessimistic’’ view

on the digital public sphere, warning against the frag-

mentation and development of homogenous closed com-

munities (Schäfer 2015). On the other hand, our study has

demonstrated a close connection between online and off-

line public spheres in the case of private charitable foun-

dations. Previous scholarship produced mixed evidence

investigating connections between online and offline

activities, ranging from a lack of connections to strong

interdependence (see overview in Greijdanus et al., 2020;

Koltsova & Selivanova, 2019; Zhuravskaya et al., 2020).

The present study confirmed interrelation between offline

and online activities, demonstrating that, in some cases,

offline communications spill over into the online realm and

produce online ‘‘expert bubbles’’.

Knowing that charitable foundations are relatively

flexible in defining their agenda and projects, the study

concludes that changes in their offline activities and

engagement with different actors can also expand their

online communities and potentially mitigate the ‘‘bubble’’

effect. This cautiously optimistic interpretation stretches

beyond the results of the present study and calls for the

further investigation of the dynamics of online and offline

communication and the evolution of ‘‘expert bubbles’’.

Undoubtedly, while results presented in the paper have

limited generalisability due to their focus on environmental

foundations based in Germany, future research can use

these findings as a starting point and incorporate organi-

sations with different agendas located in different social

and political contexts. This study illustrated mirroring

offline connection in the digital public sphere among

‘‘digital migrants’’ in a democratic political context. Future

research on the engagement patterns and stakeholders

involved in online communication can use these results to

compare the development of the digital public sphere in

democratic and non-democratic societies.

Appendix

See Tables 1, 2 and 3.

Table 1 Twitter accounts of the selected environmental foundations

Name User name Year

established

Followed Followers Tweets Favourite

tweets

Tweets in

foreign

languages (%)

Tweets

containing

only links (%)

Interviewed foundations

Anstiftung Anstiftung December

2011

582 1646 1839 64 3.97 0.87

Deutsche Wildtier

Stiftung

dewist92 August 2009 302 1064 948 271 1.7 5.9

Global nature fund global_nature_f May 2016 585 520 529 1738 82.04 0.76

Jägerstiftung jaegerstiftung July 2010 79 769 514 0 0.78 2.53

Michael Succow Stiftung succow_stiftung February

2018

376 354 319 238 44.82 0.31

Naturstiftung David naturstiftung July 2013 90 178 180 142 4.4 0

SÖL soel_de August 2009 215 2144 889 64 0.7 2.25

STIFTUNG für BÄREN stiftung_baeren September

2015

24 165 155 16 4.55 2.6

Stiftung trias stiftungtrias January 2019 189 404 116 127 6.03 0

Stiftung Pfadfinden stiftungpfadfin June 2010 219 650 1449 154 1.8 6.62

Not interviewed foundations

Erna-Graff- Stiftung egstierschutz March 2013 213 375 581 956 2.61 1.75

Stiftung

Umweltenergierecht

stiftung_uer March 2018 0 363 236 83 5.5 0.84

548 Voluntas (2023) 34:540–551

123



Funding Open Access funding enabled and organized by Projekt

DEAL. This study is a part of the project is funded by the German

Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) within the

Framework Concept ‘‘Kulturelle Vielfalt und Zivilgesellschaft–

Potenziale für gesellschaftlichen Zusammenhalt und Teilhabe ers-

chließen’’ (01UG1922).

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons

Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,

adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as

long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the

source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate

if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this

article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless

indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not

included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended

use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted

use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright

holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.

org/licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Anagnostopoulos, C., Gillooly, L., Cook, D., Parganas, P., &

Chadwick, S. (2017). Stakeholder communication in 140 char-

acters or less: A Study of community sport foundations.

VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit
Organizations, 28(5), 2224–2250. https://doi.org/10.1007/

s11266-016-9802-4

Auger, G. A. (2013). Fostering democracy through social media:

Evaluating diametrically opposed nonprofit advocacy organiza-

tions’ use of Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube. Public Relations
Review, Public Relations and Democracy, 39(4), 369–376.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2013.07.013

Bellucci, M., & Manetti, G. (2017). Facebook as a tool for supporting

dialogic accounting? Evidence from large philanthropic founda-

tions in the United States. Accounting, Auditing & Accountabil-
ity Journal, 30(4), 874–905. https://doi.org/10.1108/AAAJ-07-

2015-2122

Bonsón, E., & Ratkai, M. (2013). A Set of metrics to assess

stakeholder engagement and social legitimacy on a corporate

facebook page. Online Information Review, 37(5), 787–803.

https://doi.org/10.1108/OIR-03-2012-0054

Briones, R. L., Kuch, B., Liu, B. F., & Jin, Y. (2011). Keeping up

with the digital age: How the American red cross uses social

media to build relationships. Public Relations Review, 37(1),

37–43. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2010.12.006

Bürger, T. (2015). Use of digital advocacy by German nonprofit

foundations on Facebook. Public Relations Review, 41(4),

523–525. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2015.07.007

Campbell, D. A., & Lambright, K. T. (2020). Terms of engagement:

Facebook and Twitter use among nonprofit human service

organizations. Nonprofit Management and Leadership, 30(4),

545–568. https://doi.org/10.1002/nml.21403

Coombs, W. T. (1998). The Internet as potential equalizer: New

leverage for confronting social irresponsibility. Public Relations

Table 2 Type and share of tweets

Code Tweets (with

anstiftung)

Tweets share (with

anstiftung)

Tweets (without

anstiftung)

Tweets share (without

anstiftung)

Information 996 48.80 909 58.19

Action

Call for volunteers and

employees

31 1.52 30 1.92

Donation appeal 22 1.08 18 1.15

Selling a product 21 1.03 21 1.34

Join website\vote for

organization

83 4.07 77 4.93

Learn how to help 40 1.96 37 2.37

Lobbying and advocacy 84 4.12 83 5.31

Promoting an event 393 19.26 71 4.55

Community

Current & local events or

projects

150 7.35 144 9.22

Recognition/thanks 127 6.22 103 6.59

Response solicitation 54 2.65 43 2.75

Responses to replies 34 1.67 22 1.41

SUM 2041 100 1562 100

Table 3 Role of tweets and communication partners

Information Action Community

Civil society 30.7 29.9 24.2

Experts 20.8 22.8 20.3

Political actors 19.0 25.0 17.2

Media 13.1 8.2 10.0

Business 10.3 9.2 12.2

General audience 6.1 4.9 16.1

Voluntas (2023) 34:540–551 549

123

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-016-9802-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-016-9802-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2013.07.013
https://doi.org/10.1108/AAAJ-07-2015-2122
https://doi.org/10.1108/AAAJ-07-2015-2122
https://doi.org/10.1108/OIR-03-2012-0054
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2010.12.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2015.07.007
https://doi.org/10.1002/nml.21403


Review, 24(3), 289–303. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0363-

8111(99)80141-6

Curtis, L., Edwards, C., Fraser, K. L., Gudelsky, S., Holmquist, J.,

Thornton, K., & Sweetser, K. D. (2010). Adoption of social

media for public relations by nonprofit organizations. Public
Relations Review, 36(1), 90–92. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.

2009.10.003

Ellison, N. B., & Boyd, D. M. (2013). Sociality through social

network sites. In the Oxford Handbook of Internet Studies.
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199589074.013.0008

Goeke, P., & Moser, E. (2021). ‘Transformative foundations:

Elements of a sociological theory of organized philanthropic

giving’. FIW WORKING PAPER SERIES 16. Bonn: Forum

Internationale Wissenschaft. https://www.fiw.uni-bonn.de/publi

kationen/FIWWorkingPaper/fiw-working-paper-no.-16.

Greenberg, J., & MacAulay, M. (2009). NPO 2.0? Exploring the web

presence of environmental nonprofit organizations in Canada.

Global Media Journal - Canadian Edition, 2(1), 63–88.

Greijdanus, H., de Matos Fernandes, C. A., Turner-Zwinkels, F.,

Honari, A., Roos, C. A., Rosenbusch, H., & Postmes, T. (2020).

The psychology of online activism and social movements:

Relations between online and offline collective action. Current
Opinion in Psychology, Social Change (rallies, Riots and
Revolutions), 35, 49–54. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2020.

03.003

Guidry, J., Waters, R. & Saxton, G. D. (2014). Moving social

marketing beyond personal change to social change: Strategi-

cally using twitter to mobilize supporters into vocal advocates.

In: SSRN scholarly paper 2568262. Rochester, NY: Social

Science Research Network. https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=

2568262.

Guo, C., & Saxton, G. D. (2014). Tweeting social change: How social

media are changing nonprofit advocacy. Nonprofit and Voluntary
Sector Quarterly, 43(1), 57–79. https://doi.org/10.1177/

0899764012471585

Holmberg, K., & Hellsten, I. (2016). Organizational communication

on Twitter: Differences between non-profit and for-profit

organizations in the context of climate change. In Crossmedia-
Kommunikation in Kulturbedingten Handlungsräumen: Medien-
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