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Abstract

This article analyses some socio-communicative aspects and implications of the
hashtagged movement Fridays For Future on Twitter, which has a capacity for
mobilization that extends beyond that of any previous non-governmental organization
(NGO). It considers how the movement is organised and also the strategic
communication dimension of Twitter activists as key agents. We also explore how
social-communicative actions shape the public debate to bring about social change.
We analysed a sample of tweets containing the hashtags #fridaysforfuture,
#climatestrike and #schoolstrikedclimate posted over 5 non-consecutive weeks
between January-June 2021. Quantitative, network and qualitative analyses revealed
descriptive, network and attribute results indicating ongoing intensive discourse and
social interactions. The patterns reflect strategic behaviour that reproduces orderly
(dis)organisation, as the interaction around hashtags and action-participation are
evidence of strategic communication within a fluid and disruptive organisational form.

1. Introduction

The excitement around online enabled or enhanced social movements has given rise
to a growing body of literature about protests and public mobilizations (Earl & Kimport,
2009). Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have inspired many of the emerging
social movements and much of the activism. This is because they are the epitome of
agents having a role in social communication through the civic exercise of pursuing
and seeking the common good and civic relations in the public sphere (Oliveira, 2019).
The activity of NGOs in the public sphere can also be considered strategic
communication, and can be regarded as crucial strategic conversations (Zerfass et al.,
2018). These micro level conversations influence the meso level and also have visible
macro level implications and online components. This article identifies the interplay
between meso and macro levels of analysis and discusses the conceptual
interdependencies between them. It also draws attention to communication activity
within new organisational forms.

Civic activity - beyond NGOs - diverts decision-making away from institutionalised
democratic systems and challenges the notion of the public sphere ((Brantner,
Rodriguez-Amat & Belinskaya, 2021)). Amidst the new entanglement between the
institutional systems of democratic states, platformised social media and these social
movements, hashtagged actions crystallise social media activity into forms of street
action that eventually provoke parliamentary action. Examples of citizen-led



communicative activities that have generated a global response include
#BlackLivesMatter or #MeToo. This is also the case of the #Fridaysforfuture
movement.

The main purpose of this article is to understand the role of the stakeholders that
participate in strategic communication (Holtzhausen & Zerfass, 2015). It investigates
the organisational and socio-communicative features of #Fridaysforfuture, which
emerged in 2015 as a result of citizen activity on social media (Twitter) (Fridays For
Future, n.d.). It also explores whether these features are strategic communication
performed by activists, and if the latter are central agents (Holtzhausen, 2008) within
the movement's communications entourage. This involved examining the extent to
which stakeholders have multifaceted roles as initiators, drivers and ambassadors or
reproducers who manage, activate or communicate; and how the networks of
interaction and organisation contribute to the public communication process.

Social media, and Twitter in particular, have historically been regarded as a “platform
for protest and a vehicle for voice” and street action (Smith et al., 2019, p. 182). Early
examples of this extend from the so-called "Arab Spring uprisings" (in late 2010), to
#0ccupyWallStreet in 2011 (Adi & Moloney, 2012), Spanish "Rodea el Congreso”
(see, for example, Rodriguez-Amat & Brantner, 2016) in 2012, and in 2013, to Turkish
activists at the Taksim Square protests who graffitied that “the revolution will not be
televised, it will be tweeted” (Tas & Tas, 2014). These cases shared impressions about
the strategic role of Twitter in enhancing public debates, reconfiguring complex
communicative spaces, facilitating media access, and magnifying their strategic socio-
communicative dimension through optimised messaging that reaches wider audiences
in a shorter time (Gutiérrez-Rubi, 2021, p. 55-56).

Twitter activity within communication for social change can also be researched from a
strategic communication perspective. Previous works have explored how social actors
and movements use Twitter as a strategic communication tool to grow organisational
activism (Ali et al., 2022), organise political activists and protest movements, promote
transnational debates on issues of social interest (Ferra & Nguyen, 2017), or to
channel protest efforts into the online sphere (Smith et al., 2019). Twitter is seen to
facilitate discussion, political engagement, and knowledgeability (Lynn et al., 2020) as
well as giving non-traditional actors a voice in socio-political debates.

The digital, entangled, politicised, and often polarised online conversational space
poses intellectual challenges to the normative vision of the public sphere. This
suggests the need for new research examining how smartphones enable access to
digital platforms, or how interactions between users and the space generate new
conversations. Inevitably, these new spatial constellations multiply the public
conversation — which has more participants, listeners, and replies than ever before —
and extend it across space and geographies.

Similarly to (Brantner, Rodriguez-Amat & Belinskaya, 2021), this article builds on an
understanding of the public sphere a) as a space of (inter)action, b) as a space for
integrating new technologies and issues, and c) as a process that rethinks the very
conditions of legitimacy. This research addresses these complexities by specifically
focusing on Twitter as an ecosystem and as a communicative space in its own right.
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The theoretical background of the article draws on four axioms. Each axiom defines a
field that guides the literature review and is then applied to the case of Fridays for
future. The four axioms are:

- Axiom 1. Strategic communication as conversations of strategic significance;

- Axiom 2. Activism is a global-local conversation with organisational communication
patterns;

- Axiom 3. The public sphere is an assemblage that forms an interface for public
interaction;

- Axiom 4. Collective actors, communication and organisation: hashtag movements
are, perform, and do through their conversational activity.

Based on a literature review that informs the theoretical background, we present the
research questions and methodology. The main findings are then shared, followed by
a discussion and the conclusion.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Strategic Communication as conversations of strategic significance (axiom 1)

The original definition of strategic communication stresses the proactive and control
dimensions of the process. It was instrumental and organisation-centred as it was
largely oriented towards the planned managerial intention of the mission (Hallahan et
al., 2007). The notion was subsequently expanded and linked more closely to the
notion of legitimacy by extending to the concept of the public sphere (Holtzhausen &
Zerfass, 2015). Some authors insist on considering strategic communication to be all
the communication acts by any member of an organisation. Winkler & Etter (2018) see
the sensemaking process from an organisation’s emergence — how members ‘talk’
organisations into being — as being no different to the act of organising. Other aspects
relate to organisational complexity (Heide et al, 2018) or even civic relations — acts
that seek the common good (Oliveira, 2019). In this sense, Zerfass et al. (2018)
suggest that strategic communication should be considered as “all the communication
that is substantial for the survival and sustained success of an entity” and “the
purposeful use of communication by an organisation or other entity to engage in
conversations of strategic significance to its goals” (p. 493).

If those early notions of structure-centred understandings of strategic communication
were applied to disruptive and fluid activism (such as hashtag movements), the
organisational forms of the movement would dissolve once their previously established
goals are achieved. However, these movements are constituted through their own
socio-communicative process. Their survival does not therefore depend on achieving
the goals but on ensuring these internal flows of communication, which create the
organisation in a non-linear, ongoing process.

The post-modern approach and the notion of arenas of meaning fit this disruptive fluid
activism. The "agile management process” (Van Ruler, 2018) is not controlled or
planned, but rather framed by the mission and the impulse of the “continuous loop” of
negotiated meanings. This also includes the use of ritual and rhetoric discursive



artefacts in the arenas. Conversations that trigger citizen engagement follow a
complex process that connects the strategic dimension of the shared goals with the
creation of organisations as collective actors. This means that analysing their
interactions and conversations can therefore reveal some features of their strategic
communication and the changes and continuities in the roles and positions of
communicative actors and stakeholders between an operative and a strategic
dimension. An expanded sociological discourse analysis model developed by Ruiz
Ruiz (2009) and adapted to strategic communication, can be used to identify these
features and it informs the attribute analysis described in the methodology section.
This type of analytical model is part of an attempt to respond to the call by Zerfass et
al. (2018) to get “back in the game” by identifying robust methods with a distinct
academic perspective, but that are rooted in communication theory (Van Ruler, 2018).
In this case, discourse analysis of Twitter conversations helps to connect the content
of the communication with its performative dimension by establishing three levels of
analysis that we can then apply to the interactions. The three levels focus on
utterances, enunciation, and socio-communicative features and are used to examine
the contents of the Twitter conversation in terms of features of strategic
communication. This research will therefore contribute to understanding the
transformation of the nature of the public debate that generates an overspilled public
sphere (see Belinskaya, 2021).

2.2. Activism is a global-local conversation with organizational communication
patterns (axiom 2)

The Internet burst onto what appeared to be a global public sphere (Candon-Mena,
2011). It connected individual and collective synergies, facilitated the creation of ties
of solidarity, and raised awareness of specific issues. The Internet provides "a form of
action or organisation” (Luengo, 2009) and is a form of social mediation (Robles &
Zambrano, 2011) and ‘organisational hybridity’ (Chadwick, 2007). Researchers
reacted enthusiastically to Castells’ (2000) premonitory vision of the Internet as
enabling citizen activism in response to the crisis of traditional structured organisations
(political parties, unions, and associations). It also increasingly fostered online shared
cultures to articulate social movements and new dialogues between local action and
global values. These three pillars — crisis, online culture, and global-local dialogues
— seem to link the forms of activism enhanced by social media. Their outcome can
be seen in these new forms of movement and they are materialised throughout the
above pillars that connect them. The agenda setting of the crisis is propagated in the
media, followed by online cultures and global-local dialogues. The last stand for global
issues are local groups that also become the hybrid arm of the movement: they self-
organise actions on local streets that are aligned with the global movement.

The response to the crisis of traditional structures involves the citizenry and their civic
relations (Oliveira, 2019). The civic communicative exercise aims to identify a common
good that becomes the shared objective. After identifying that common good, the
citizenry organises, shapes and supports the development of strategies and tactics. In
these forms of ‘activist PR', public relations become a "persuasive tool for
strengthening democracy" (Moloney et al., 2013, p. 5). This concept of activist PR can
be divided into two subcategories: 'dissent PR' and 'protest PR'. Adi (2018) describes
these: “the first (dissent) is punctual, emotional and the second (protest) more strategic
and long term (...) with die-ins, sit-ins, occupations, strikes, marches, rallies more likely
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to be attributed to protest PR, and discussions, fairs, books, debates to dissent PR”
(pp. 8-9).

The second pillar, online activism, emerges under multiple names, from generic
cyberactivism to pejorative slacktivism (Smith et al., 2019). Online activism can be
referred as “any strategy that seeks to change the public agenda, the inclusion of a
new topic on the agenda of the great social discussion, by disseminating a certain
message and spreading it through word of mouth multiplied by the media and personal
electronic publication” (Ugarte, 2007, p. 85). Criticism of online activism tends to refer
to low-profile participation in social media protests in which supporters “confine their
outrage to the computer screen” (Bastos et al., 2015, p. 322).

The third pillar — global dialogue — materialises in the hashtag movements. The
global dynamics of social interaction can be seen as disruptive organisational forms
(Fishman & Everson, 2016). There is no formal structure or coordination, but they do
have a steady impact on the public agenda and seem to aim at (and reach) strategic
goals. Global hashtag movements combine hybrid activity: street action with online
resources and ad-hoc leaders who manage and coordinate the cells. The global
conversation mostly takes place online and uses operational communication
management reduced to spontaneous interventions by random citizens. These
conversations — discourse-producing exchanges between citizens of messages
related to the subject — generate communicative patterns that have an organisational
but also a social and political impact. Research into internet cultures and online
communities that has explored recent cases such as the #metoo movements
(Lindgren, 2019) or #blacklivesmatter (Zulli, 2020) has also examined these
conversations. This raises the question as to whether they are global activist
movements or just a cumulative assemblage of single sporadic acts, such as the ad
hoc publics around hashtagged cases (Bruns & Burgess, 2015).

2.3. The Public Sphere is an assemblage that forms an interface for
public interaction (axiom 3)

The concept of the public sphere (Offentlichkeit), coined by Arendt (1951) and
appropriated by Habermas (1974), was defined as "a sphere of our social life in which
something like public opinion can be formed. Access is guaranteed to all citizens"
(Habermas, p. 49). Such "undistorted communication" is (idealised) as being
independent of any corporate digital platform and state bureaucratic bodies. This
concept has been criticised for its disregard of class distinctions (Negt & Kluge, 1973),
its rather bourgeois-centred understanding (Garnham, 2007), and its disregard of
diversity and multiculturalism (Walzer, 1999), race (Jacobs, 1999) and gender (Fraser,
1996). Furthermore, in 2008, Castells questioned the difficulties faced by nation-state
public spheres, arguing that new technologies would allow for better civil society
organisations. He seemed to ignore the fact that the economic independence of the
digital public sphere and the commercialisation of cyberspace have been criticised for
20 years (Sparks, 2001; Thomas & Wyatt, 1999). In 2009, following Habermas (2006),
Geiger argued that computer-mediated communication played "a 'parasitic’ role in the
public sphere, largely because Internet-based discourse communities had fragmented
audiences" (p. 2). Segmented stakeholders and excessive amounts of information
produce “echo chambers” (Colleoni et al., 2014) and facilitate the dark side of digital
politics (Treré, 2016).
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The concept of the echo chamber was originally used by Lazarsfeld in political
communication research into the concept of ‘selective exposure’. “This refers to a
phenomenon whereby people filter out content that challenges their beliefs in favour
of information they agree with, resulting in an ‘echo chamber’ effect” (Lazarsfeld et al.,
1944); see also Haw, 2020 (p. 40). Because political systems assume that citizens are
informed and consider about their opinion, echo chambers are seen as threats to
democracy.

2.4. Collective actors, communication, and organisation: hashtag movements
are, perform, and do through their conversational activity (axiom 4)

Discussion in the public sphere still requires agency and actors who consider the
Issues. Hashtag movements — however fluid, spontaneous and disruptive — are
organisational forms or agents that intervene in the public sphere. Giddens’
structuration theory (1984) and its adaptation to NGOs helps us understand these
entities and their organisational features (or absence thereof) by bringing agency to
the fore. Giddens resolved the gap between structure and action by enabling links
between the micro and macro levels. McPhee and Zaug (2000) followed this with the
four-flows model, which includes: 1) membership negotiation, 2) self-structuring, 3)
institutional positioning, 4) and activity coordination. This helps to define the agency
role of hashtag organisations in terms of their triple roles of acting, being, and doing.

Indeed, conversations in the public sphere (online or offline) acquire a performative
capacity to become forms of ‘acting’. This aligns with Putnam and Nicotera’s (2009)
Communication Constitutes Organisation (CCO) Perspective. These performative
conversations also enable hashtag movements as organisations to find their own
positions and to consolidate a shared identity or form of “being” (Oliveira, 2019) that is
both a practice and an outcome. The reason for this is the lack of formal structures or
organisational shareholders. This blurs the boundaries between internal and external
communication, and between the meso and macro levels, substantiating the
conversational practice into organisational patterns. Finally, coordinated global
engagement in social media across multiple languages and cultures reveals a
collective reflective effort by citizens to organise around clusters that extend their
socio-political need to belong to a community, even if only through responding online.
This is where hashtag movements also become forms of self-identity. By “doing” they
overcome any sense of fragmentation and dispersion and become “communities of
social integration and perform reflexive self-regulation of the system” (Oliveira, 2019,
p. 97).

This triple process of acting, being, and doing helps to explain how hashtag
movements intervene in the public sphere as conversational agents. Their activity
constitutes an identity (being), is performative (acting) and responds to the
participants' need to engage in the political process (doing).

3. Fridays for Future (FFF): a case study



#FridaysforFuture is a hashtag movement (Haldler et al., 2021). It is an organised
global climate movement that started in August 2018 when 15-year-old Greta
Thunberg began a school strike for climate change. She sat outside the Swedish
Parliament every school day to demand urgent action on the climate crisis. She
sparked an international movement with students and activists protesting outside local
parliaments and city halls. The main activity is online communication and
demonstrations that exert pressure on policymakers and force them to listen to
scientists in order to reduce global warming and find solutions for climate change. This
movement is articulated as an ongoing online conversation and calls-to-action through
local strikes. In March 2019, Fridays for Future mobilised 1.6 million people
(Wahlstrom et al., 2019).

The movement’s main online site (Fridays For Future, n.d.) geolocates all the strikes
in a ‘Map of actions’ that is filled in collaboratively as a form of archival crowdmapping
(see Brantner & Rodriguez-Amat, 2016). The strategy behind this geolocation
reporting is to show the results of civil society organising and that "activism works".
The 'What we do' tab is where the movement presents who they are and what their
demands are, as well as the outcome of their climate strikes (strike statistics). They
also seek to bring the movement's discourse closer to the digital community with a
section on ‘activist speeches'. Here, not only Greta Thunberg's interventions are
shared, but also those of other FFF activists and leaders (including Hilda Flavia
Nakabuye, Kallan Benson, and Theo Cullen-Mouze).

The phenomenon of FFF as a global actor has recently begun to be researched from
the point of view of its communication activity (Marquardt, 2020). But this is only one
incipient strand of research. The focus are representation and coverage in news
articles, official documents, and speech analysis, complemented by qualitative
interviews with the movement’s youth representatives in Germany (Marquardt, 2020).
In this article we examine the socio-communicative aspects visible on Twitter that
reflect the axioms mentioned above (Axiom 1 - strategic communication; Axiom 2 -
activism; Axiom 3 - the public sphere, and Axiom 4 - collective actors, communication
and organisation). The empirical work is guided by following research questions:

RQ1: Who are the main stakeholders/actors involved in the communicative process?
(A2, A3)

RQ2: What (if any) are the communication patterns of FFF (during any given week) on
Twitter? (A1,A2, A3, A4)

RQ3: To what extent is this activity (dis)organised? Is there strategic communication?
(A1, A3)

RQ4: Does this (dis)organisation enable inferences about the democratic nature of the
activity of FFF? (A2, A3)

4. Methodology

We began the research by using a script adapted from Padilla Molina (2020) to collect
8.4 million tweets posted between March 2019 and June 2021 containing the hashtags



#fridaysforfuture, #climatestrike and #schoolstrike4climate (Figure 1). The project
follows the ethical guidelines of AolR (Franzke et al., 2020) and prioritises the
protection of the subjects and their work.
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Figure 1. Twitter activity of #Fridaysforfuture.

The timeline shows that the distribution of Twitter activity in the early batch (see Figure
1) was lower during the first half of 2021, though clearly still peaking on Fridays. We
considered a sample of 84652 tweets (including retweets) distributed over 5 non-
consecutive weeks with similar low engagement between January and June 2021 (see
Appendix 1). The sample was obtained by comparing the number of tweets (and
retweets) posted weekly in 2021, but no other filters were applied at this stage. The
criteria for the sampling assumed that any organisational composition (active, passive
or silent) would be easier to identify in periods with less Twitter activity. The data was
analysed in three independent stages (Figure 2):



Analysis 3 stages:

Descriptive analysis

Retweet cleaning,
Language detection,
Hashtagidentification

Analysisofusers
User mention analysis

Data collection Data filtering Sample

Network analysis
Twitter

API v2 Archive (2018 to 2021)
Self designed software

(adapted from Padilla Molina, 2020)

Data Filtering by Date
“Tweetcreatedat”
Number of Tweets perweek

Identification of the sample
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Filters by week and by modules

Attribute and Discourse
Analysis

Import the tweets to Googlesheet

Analysisof actors (Greta Thunberg)

Analysisof more active conversations
(number of replies)

Figure 2. Chart of the methodological process.

Descriptive analysis: mostly quantitative, to explore the sample and identify patterns
of activity to understand the global-local community dynamics.

Network analysis: the findings show the filtering (by date and module) applied to the
calculations and analysis done on Gephi. This helped us explore the relational
dispersion of user-hashtag tweets and user-mention tweets. Similarly to the work by
Himelboim et al. (2017), the modularity of the hashtag networks helped us to identify
communities of nodes as clusters of meaning and central and peripheral hashtags.

Attribute and discourse analysis: performed manually after importing the data into a
shared spreadsheet. This made it possible to analyse the actors and identify more
active conversations (number of replies equal or higher than 40) so as to analyse the
discursive patterns of interactions. A total of 34 conversations (8 in sample week (SW)
1, 15in SW2, 5in SW3, 2 in SW4, and 4 in SW5) made up the final corpus for the
attribute analysis. These conversations included 5413 interventions (replies) and
202,515 interactions (replies, retweets, and likes).

The attribute analysis of these conversations considered three levels: utterance (what
is said), enunciation (in what context of interaction it is said), and socio-communicative
features (what does the saying do), adapted from Ruiz Ruiz, 2009 (see Table 1 for
levels and procedures of analysis). The validity and rigour of the human interpretive
processes was ensured by a double operation of reliability and intersubjectivity.

Table 1. Summary of the levels and procedures of analysis

Type of analysis View of discourse | Level of analysis Procedure of Objectives
analysis
Textual As object Utterance Content Characterising




Semiotic
Rhetoric
Contextual As a singular Enunciation Interactions Understanding
event
Socio- As constitutive Communication Inductive and Attributing
Communicative and as strategic abductive
communication inferences

5. Findings
5.1 Descriptive analysis

Most of the 84,652 tweets sampled were retweets. The cleaning process resulted in
11,264 original tweets posted by 3837 unique users. Their weekly publication pattern
clearly shows the Friday peaks, and the sample from March indicates the most activity.
This is likely due to its coinciding with the Global FFF Strike (25 March). Nevertheless,
the number of tweets on that Friday was lower than on previous Fridays. January 2021
coincided with the start of the online Friday strikes action with hashtag
#ClimateStrikeOnline (see Appendix 1).

Of all the tweets collected, 2184 were not associated with a specific language.
However, the rest included 4810 tweets in English (en) and 3335 in German (de).
These two "languages” represent 90% of the tweets (see Appendix 1).

Analysis of the hashtags shows that the 11,264 tweets contained 8183 different
hashtags, of which only 707 appeared on more than 10 occasions. This was later
filtered further to identify the 100 most popular hashtags overall and by week to show
that the main hashtags remained at the top, and there was very little variation across
the weeks (see Appendix 1).

The top 5 hashtags used are #Fridaysforfuture (8016 occurrences), #climatestrike
(3240), #climateaction (1710), #climatecrisis (1527) and #climateemergency (1397).
Except for the name of the movement — which was also the search term — the other
hashtags address the issue of climate emergency. The terms 'strike’ and 'action’
appeal to citizens’ need to respond; and the terms ‘crisis’ and ‘emergency' stress the
urgency of saving the planet. There is also a direct, clear, and urgent commitment to
participation among the digital community. A similar situation is observed in the results
for the top hashtags per month, which show almost no differences in the top 100 from
week to week.

Regarding the users of the FFF community, Greta Thunberg (@GretaThunberg - 5

million followers) only tweeted 6 times in the five weeks, which shows that the most
visible face of the movement had a low profile of activity. She mainly posted about the
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school strike. The most active Twitter user is a German journalist® with 752 tweets. In
second place, with 574 tweets, is an Indian activist who posted with a group of relevant
hashtags related to strikes, the planet, plastic pollution, and Covid19 in the context of
his country. In third place is an allegedly Hamburg-based anti-climate militant, who
displays anti-FFF symbols on their profile, which has very few followers (10). Despite
this user’s high level of activity, they have a low significant circle of influence and
interactions. The fourth user defines themself as a "London Green Left" climate
change activist. At the bottom of the top five is a probably Hamburg-based climate
activist who stands for #FightForlPoint5, one of the last FFF statements against
political inaction. The German-speaking Twitter community is very active according to
the analysis of top users. The data reveals the dynamics of online activism and clearly
demonstrates the global-local community dynamics.

An analysis of the mentions shows that Greta Thunberg was named in 820 tweets
during the five weeks (0.96% of the total). Luisa Neubauer (@luisamneubauer - 378
thousand followers) is mentioned 271 times across the five weeks. She is an FFF
activist, geography student and writer based in Berlin (Germany). In third and fourth
place are different Twitter profiles related to FFF: @fridays4future and
@fridaysforfuture. Finally, the fifth most mentioned user is the African climate activist
Vanessa Nakate (@Vanessa_vash - 235.9 thousand followers), who is linked to other
social movements in Africa (Rise Up Movement @ Riseupmovt). The weight of young
female activists within the movement is clear from this list as they generate the highest
number of interactions and more engagement.

5.2 Network Analysis

The network built from the connections between hashtags and tweets shows that there
is hardly any variation from week to week and that the main modules are similar, with
identical patterns across the weeks (see Figure 3, ato e). These networks are obtained
through colouring the most relevant clusters (modules), and by filtering the full network
of tweets-hashtags by week-month.

Modules are the result of the statistical operation of modularity, which is a measure of
the structure of networks or graphs that detects the strength of the division of a
network. Modules are also called groups, clusters, or communities. Networks with high
modularity have dense connections between the nodes within modules, but sparse
connections between nodes in different modules. In this case, the option was to
identify the main and most populated modules. The filtering operations allowed us to
show that, while each cloud (Figure 3) is specific and different, the shape of the
networks remains very similar. This helps to highlight the strong continuity between
independent and non-consecutive weeks.

The hashtags (selecting those with more than 10 iterations) emphasise that continuity
and level of cross-week repetition. The most fundamental patterns of hashtag use from
week to week are very similar.

! Following the ethical recommendations of the Association of Internet Researchers, users with a
prominent community in Twitter (of over 15,000 followers) and with profiles verified by the digital
platform are mentioned explicitly. These are considered public profiles.
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January(3a) February(3b) March (3c) May (3d) June (3e)

Figure 3. Networks per week-month (hashtags/users > 10 occurrences).

The modules that emerge also seem to indicate semantic continuity. This conversation
visually represented as a cloud of keywords highlights that the diverse communities
share hashtags as forms of identification. Figure 4 displays in colours the network in
one week and clusters with more than 10 nodes. The grey networks contain fewer
than 200 tweets and show low activity within the communities of discussion.

Figure 4. Module 3b (February) Network (hashtags/users > 10 occurrences with 8183 nodes
distributed into 31 modules). Grey modules have fewer than 200 tweets.

The most frequent hashtags are displayed bigger in the network graph. At the centre,
slightly to the right, the hashtag #Fridaysforfuture is clearly visible. The breakdown of
the main clusters of hashtags are identified and described below (Figure 5, a to e).

3 ":::‘:%_L £l
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24% (2012 16.4% (1343 14% (1151 8,32% (681 4,89% (400
nodes). nodes). nodes). nodes). nodes).
Climate Strike. Fridays for future | German climate Friday Spanish politics
Climate Change (only). Twittersphere. (Happy Friday, and others.
politics. motivational, etc)

Figure 5. Network (hashtags/users > 10 occurrences).

The 5 most prominent modules in the network (Figure 5) can be analysed as
conversation clouds. Each of them shows a cluster of hashtags that build a consistent
meaning. Figure 5.a., in purple, contains a large number of hashtags. The number of
nodes in this module represent almost a quarter of the full network (24%). The
hashtags in this module relate to political and action content linked to climate change
and climate strikes. The second module (Figure 5.b) contains 16.4% of the nodes and
represents the central conversation around the #FridaysforFuture movement. These
two clusters of hashtags are already 40.4% of the full network and include the most
relevant hashtags (topics) around the movement itself and its political cause. Figure
5.c highlights the presence of the German community in the online debate around
climate change and includes 14% of the nodes. The weight of the German community
in the conversation is noteworthy, as it appears as a community in its own German-
climate-Twittersphere. In other languages, such as Spanish, the presence is residual
(2.5% of the tweets).

The analysis shows that there is a motivational aspect linked to the semantics of the
cause. The network also shows a conversation cloud about #HappyFriday (Figure
5.d), an aspect that links FFF to other communities that are not necessarily linked to
the environment and climate change but that share users (mainly with the clouds in
Figure 5.a and Figure 5.b). It appears in the graph as something 'collateral' to the
movement itself and its discourse around 'Fridays'. An example can be seen in the
following tweet (original in German): “Office suit for today... #frivolefriday
#FridayFeeling here #FridaysForFuture gets an interesting meaning”.

The conversation around and with Greta Thunberg (Figure 6) is less prominent than

one might expect. It shows that she is not the movement itself but is part of FFF and
contributes to the conversation, creating a network around the movement itself.
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Figure 6. Hashtags about Greta Thunberg and Twitter. Module 5 Network (hashtags/users >
10 occurrences -3,29% 269 nodes).

Considering actor types that interact within these clusters (Figure 7), the main
stakeholders are FFF activists and supporters (34.3%), followed by other social
movements (14.3%), such as 350.org, @DemCastUSA and FFF affiliates in other
countries. These are followed by the media (11.4%), politicians (8.6%) — such as
Justin Trudeau or Elizabeth Warren (US Senator), (8.6%) and the scientific community
(5.7%). There is less recurrence (below 5%) of celebrities (e.g. Mark Ruffalo),
company CEOs, journalists and communication professionals, unions and NGOs,
such as Greenpeace. Many activists have Twitter-verified profiles, which means that
they are users who are known in the public sphere (government, news, entertainment),
This feature shows the reach and impact of the community.

Main Actors

Union Media

ONG

Comm. Professional

Journalist Social Movement

Writer
Actor
Company CEO /

5
Lecturer/Researcher  /

Politician

Activist

Figure 7. Main actors.
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5.3 Attribute Analysis

A plurality of voices emerges from the Twitter interactions. The qualitative analysis of
these conversations reveals a forum for a multitude of parallel discussions which is
similar to any apparently chaotic and disruptive non-moderated assembly.

The topics of conversation also range from FFF issues like strikes, identification, alert,
and support, to engagement and meaning of the movement, or to politics and in-depth
conversations about climate change. These interactions are stimulated by key
messages, images, and videos. There is frequently also content from credible entities,
like the Davos World Economic Forum, or established media outlets, as well as
underpinned statements, claims, and messages. The topics extend and combine
informative content with emotional appeals, but our analysis did not detect an
aggressive tone or any threats. The overall style of the conversation gave the
impression that freedom of opinion and respect for democratic discussion were never
under threat.

The main activity was mostly led by unknown citizen activists. As described in the
methodology section, the analysis identified useful conversations showcasing how the
first two stages of data analysis (descriptive and network analysis) lead to the third
analytical stage: the socio-communicative attributes.

5.3.1. Actors: from Greta Thunberg to Beatriz de Storch

Many actors participate in the movement as stakeholders, i.e., some of them share
proposals that contribute to mitigating climate change. Others advocate finding ways
of identifying those responsible and making them accountable by taxing them or
boycotting their products. Both strategic and operative dimensions coexist here.

Greta Thunberg, as one of the most visible faces of the entire FFF movement, uses
Twitter as her main channel. Thunberg’s relatively scarce interventions attract
attention but tend to be short messages regarding activism, as well as key information
(Figure 8).
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Greta Thunberg
\ @GretaThunberg

School strike week 145. This is starting to get a bit
repetitive...

11:03 a. m. - 28 may. 2021 - Twitter for iPhone

Figure 8. Greta Thunberg Tweet (included in the sample analysis):
https://twitter.com/GretaThunberg/status/1398203250394996 746

19,6 mil Me gusta

Greta Thunberg embodies the angry youngster who cannot take it any longer and
turns this into motivation for action. Her tweets have an impact on those followers who
see them, but are also retweeted and replied to. Most tweets use pictures of her with
her handmade poster “Skolstrejk For Klimatet” and the corresponding strike week
number, together with different hashtags. She tweets on Fridays.

The sophisticated narrative of her Twitter activity alternates between blame and
motivation, often using dry humour: “This is starting to get a bit repetitive...” she states
in her 145" strike week. Some of the responses are supportive and applaud the
repetitive statements, which underline that seriousness of the problem. One tweet had
an infographic warning about the greenhouse effect and global warming. Another
tweet uses analogies to illustrate the importance of repetition: "till you get it, like in
Karate". Other tweets encourage the community with positive messages, i.e., that after
the lockdown, it will be possible to be on the streets again. These rhetoric artefacts
using powerful semiotic elements are normal in conversations. As communication
strategies, these messages fulfil constitutive, organisational, and intervention needs.

Greta Thunberg also adopts a messianic role. In one post she shares an interview
highlighting the significance of activism for #Fridaysforfuture: "It gives us meaning in
life, and meaning in life makes you happy". Several users point to her as a symbol of
activist inspiration and the embodiment of hope. Her style is contagious and can be
seen in posts by other prominent local activists who copy her photo, pose, rhetoric and
influencing styles. It does not seem to be intentional or managed, but we can point out
that the others are local adaptations of her model.

Twitter is a space for disagreement too, and Thunberg's posts sometimes attract
criticism. One user seeks to discredit Greta by questioning her authenticity. Another
user associates her messianic tone with the ISIS organisation. Some of the critical
stances are more elaborate: one user directly refers to the notion of common goals,
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and asks when the "success" of the strike will be evident. This user also includes a
link to a blog discussion on public and private rights, and their relationship to the
success or failure of civilization.

Some of the other actors that participate in the Twitter conversation oppose
#Fridaysforfuture. An example is the right wing German politician Beatriz de Storch
(AFD), who appropriates a post by @FridaysforFuture on Women’s Day. In a show of
democratic values and making an identity claim for the organisation, FFF associated
climate justice with feminism: “@FridaysForFuture: Diese Woche gehort diese
Account nur Frauen, Inter, nicht-binaren, Trans oder Agender Menschen von Fridays
for Future, denn der #Weltfrauentag ist auch bei uns feministischer Kampftag! Keine
Klimagerechtigkeit ohne Feminismus @ @” (This week this account only belongs to
women, inter, non-binary, trans or agender people from Fridays for Future, because
#InternationalWomen'sDay is also a feminist day of struggle for us! No climate justice
without feminism”). But Beatriz de Storch used the post to claim: "They are left-wing
extremists. The supposed climate crisis only serves as a cover to collect the naive rich
German citizens. #International Women’s Day".

However, Twitter is a reactive space and this comment did not go unnoticed. Users
discredited the MP’s comments using all sorts of symbols and irony, adding that she
Is talking nonsense once again and that representing youth as the enemy is a low
blow.

5.3.2. Conversations

In one of the most relevant conversations, Mike Hudema, the green economy
entrepreneur and public personality (with more than 1 million followers), shares data
on the companies that emit the greatest amount of CO?2 (in tonnes). It includes the
following text: “These 100 companies are responsible for 71% of all CO? emissions in
the world. This is where we need to start. It's that simple. There is no planet B. There
is no time to waste. #ActOnClimate. #ClimateEmergency #ClimateAction
#climatecrisis #climatestrike #GreenNewDeal’2. The list ranks companies, their base
country, and their increase in emissions. Hudema holds these corporations
responsible for most of the planet's emissions and assumes that they are major
contributors to global warming.

His tweet is a wake-up call. It places the onus for action on corporate players and
increases the sense of urgency by using the pun “no planet B", as in no alternative
(plan B). The tweet ensures its visibility and prominence with a list of relevant
hashtags: #ActOnClimate, #ClimateEmergency, #ClimateStrike or #GreenNewDeal,
that link it to the FFF movement. The call to action does not mention any actors, but
appeals to civil society engagement. This is an example of dissent PR and contributes
to FFF generating engagement within the community so that citizens see the need to
join and support the movement. The author also performs informative and educational
work using data, and his followers disseminate his statements beyond the core
community.

2 Mike Hudema tweet: https://twitter.com/MikeHudema/status/1407001379013545995
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Regarding the contextual level of analysis, the interactions emerging from this tweet
include several continuations. For instance, users suggest including on the list
organisations such as the US army or oil companies, or collateral partners such as
personal and agricultural emissions, or finance companies that indirectly fund these
polluting corporations. Other users propose solutions including awareness tools, such
as a web app to carbohack-track your carbon footprint. Or more corporate-oriented
taxation: "make the pollution more expensive than the money they make from it"
(several users expressed support for this) or involving the supply chain. Companies
like Weare8 also publicly support the post, arguing that companies should assume
their responsibilities.

The thread engaged other communities such as the vegan movement, which
suggested recording the price of beef. There were some challenging paradoxes, such
as questioning how a "waste company" in charge of "recycling” can be so polluting
that it is included in this top 100 (other users asked for more data on the subject). The
conversation unfolds in multiple ways. For example, when users discuss the role of
electric companies, part of the discussion assumes a national dimension, and some
people mention country inequalities in infrastructure for renewable energy. The
comments call for action, including government regulations and appeal to citizens to
act (or to vote), as well as arguing about the usefulness of being a critical consumer.

Climate strikes in schools are a recurring topic. In user interactions, views that are not
necessarily favoured are backed using rhetorical strategies. One example is a user
who disagrees with demonstrations during school hours and criticises some visible
faces of the movement. A reply states that, despite supporting the cause, the person
does not agree that students who are not from a wealthy background should stay away
from school and mentions the need to take care of the future.

Other conversations are statements of membership and expressions of identity: “today
completed 2 years”, followed by a demand “to enact a climate law in the parliament”.
The conversation moves on to a discussion of climate justice and expressions of
support for activists from the local community: “my thoughts with every Indian climate
activist”. It includes a photo with a postcard of the children's movement for climate
change and Greta Thunberg’s serious face with an angry expression.

Another tweet shared another MP's failed promises: “It's been almost one year now,
Hon’ble MP Mr @ShashiTharoor promised me to bring up my 3 demands in the
parliament but he lie [sic] to me. He can’t even fulfil his promises to a 9 years old kid.
| trust he will bring it up in this ongoing parliament session. Restore our faith to you!”
This tweet tagged the politician and brought him into the conversation by
disseminating the discussion. Dissenting voices responded swiftly: “Learn grammar.
'He lie to me' is wrong. You should say ‘He lied to me”. Others countered this: “if you
can't support or encourage her at least don't spew venom. Jealousy is not good”. This
discussion among Indian MPs does not distract from the views of other users like
protesting farmers. Some supportive voices mentioned progress while criticising the
school strikes; or tweeted expressions of support for the conversation: “thank you for
representing girls around the world”.

The third level of analysis examines these conversations as strategic communication.
The conversation flow is omnidirectional and diachronic: replies and mentions spread
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across a multiplicity of micro-spheres and multi-issue conversations. They represent
arenas and detailed analysis shows that there is a continuous and agile process of
negotiation of meanings. This contributes to building a collective actor that participates
in the public sphere with a significant strategic purpose. Activism is fluid and disruptive
as the conversations do not immediately crystallise into a single organisational form.
Instead, they emerge almost spontaneously from the hashtag aggregator process.
Actors and stakeholders have interchangeable roles within the communication
process, both at the strategic and operational levels.

The visibility of the micro-political actions manifested both on Twitter and on the streets
extends a conversation that emerges as a set of coordinated actions. These
discussions, therefore, mirror performative civic relations that fulfil all the dimensions
of the definition. Solutions are discussed and measures presented, and involve a
variety of stakeholders, including actors such as the media or other organisations like
350.0org. The conversations also influence the public agenda. Firstly, because
traditional public sphere actors, like politicians and the media, are also in the
discussion. Secondly, because the movement deals with the press coverage of actions
such as strikes, or interviews with spokespeople or with local FFF ambassadors. The
reproduction of spontaneous leaders shadows Greta Thunberg's unique
communication proposition, including the style of the photo and presentation. Hence,
it cannot be seen from the outside if this is intentional management, or rather what can
be called purposeful reproduction that adapts to the local contexts of action.

6. Discussion

The empirical work identified stakeholders/actors (RQ1); communicative patterns
(RQ2); communication, organisational, and strategic communication (RQ3); and
democratic activity within FFF (RQ4).

RQ1: Citizens are the main actors in the conversation, but their activity connects with
that of other organisations and social movements (like 350.org or Greenpeace). The
media and politicians also make fleeting appearances, but they do not monopolise
attention or make the movement more profitable. These appearances confirm the
social relevance of the movement. The dynamics of the public debate are changing,
and the actors involved shape the global conversation around climate change. This is
revealed by the ongoing intensive repertoire of discourses and societal processes.
The sample identified a marked presence of the German community (Figure 4.c) and
reveals a visibly critical and perhaps very polarised community in which right-wing
German politicians link to the FFF movement to criticise communism.

RQ2: The hashtag analysis revealed clear conversational patterns. The absence of
management or moderation of the conversation shows orderly disorganised
interactions. The Twitter activity is organic overall, with few clearly differentiated
modular communities emerging. Patterns and topic-areas are repeated week after
week without much variation (see Figure 2, a to e). The technical features of Twitter
favour this spontaneous structure. Identifying behavioural patterns (in conversations
as networked interactions and as attribute enunciations) facilitates an understanding
of the FFF movement. A future task will be to explore the specific shapes of the Twitter
conversations. For now, they show an agile process of interconnected arenas that flow
in multiple directions, negotiating meanings (through hashtags) and building common

19



spaces of shared understanding. These repetitive types of interaction identified by the
network analyses also materialise civic relations. They form patterns of strategic
communication: a common set of hashtags (as locations to meet), and a discussion
aimed at finding solutions. They have a shared motivational drive and set goals and
actions which are then compiled into an archive of shared memories (website).

RQ3: Conversations and interactions on Twitter help to organise and negotiate
positions and challenge community members by providing strategic reminders of the
main shared goals. These conversations are consistent across the analysed activity
and even present similar formulations. In practice, they reproduce the communication
strategies used for organisational communication, or that are managed (as in planned
and implemented) in order to contribute to achieving goals. And yet, the model devised
on Twitter is fluid and disruptive. Users translate actions in the offline sphere (strikes
around the world) to the online sphere and vice versa using data visualisations,
images, and videos shared through hashtags (i.e. #Fridays4future, #climatestrike) as
well as mentions (i.e. @GretaThunberg). All these conversations contribute to move
(often local on the ground) private activity into the public sphere, which gives them a
relevant strategic role for the whole movement. It is a permanent loop of updating,
contagion, and dissemination.

The conversations during the weeks analysed were mostly initiated by citizens, some
of whom were clearly acting on behalf of FFF. However, their interventions have
transformative capacity and impact (replies, comments, likes) and include evidence of
local engagement and action, photos, and videos. This capacity mirrors the role of
these conversations in enhancing the sense of belonging to a globally interconnected
movement of action and decision structures. All these features point towards the idea
that FFF can be considered as an organisation, although one that is fluid and
disruptive, as well as providing insight into the role of its communication.

The analysis also revealed the presence of the four flows of communication, as well
as categories of dissent and protest PR at work. The movement conducts civic
relations in digital arenas as a way of generating discussion in order to reach
consensus, without any apparent coordination. This takes the form of demonstrations
and street actions that all citizen activists can initiate while acting as curators of the
information driven by the constitutive process of sensemaking.

RQ4: Greta Thunberg is probably the most visible face of the movement, but the data
shows that her action on Twitter is not central. Her interventions are few but impactful
and include data, generating retweets and replies, and sharing media appearances.
Her tweets mainly describe what is happening around the world (fact-based). She
launches calls to action because “activism works”, and her tweets can be motivational
and messianic for the community. However, she is not the individual protagonist.
Instead, it is the Twitter community that amplifies and sustains the conversation. We
can conclude that activism rather than clicktivism is important here. Greta Thunberg is
part of the movement, but she is not the movement. The absence of a single
personalist leader and the presence of contradictory views in the discussion, as well
as the absence of formal conversational moderation, show that FFF is a social
movement with democratically valued interactions. This is exemplified by the critical
interventions, a continuing community (that repeats over the weeks), strong
horizontality in the online interactions (without personal or geographic centres in the
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networks), and an open critical debate oriented towards solutions and allowing
discrepancy and disagreement).

7. Conclusions
Twitter perceived as Public Sphere

The conversations on Twitter include appeals to people to exercise their right to be
part of a political community. These statements strengthen democracy, local
constitutions, and improve conditions for participation. This supports the idea that
Twitter is perceived as a public sphere, with statements that evoke, for example, the
right to organize and participate in peaceful gatherings or demonstrations without prior
permission. This assumption aligns with efforts to keep the debate clean and the
information undistorted. Science-based arguments and content from third party
sources are often used. This same liberty, however, includes efforts to discredit or
misinform. For example, accusations stating that the movement is only there to
express ideas of the extreme left, or that it is a front to engage naive middle-class
citizens.

A fluid disruptive organisation

The use of intertextual references and rhetoric figures enriches the discussion and
helps to disseminate ideas and increase engagement. The presence of a strong logos
with concrete arguments or positions, together with a pathos mirrored by language
using comparison, hyperbole and humorous soundbites, lightens up the conversation.
It also reinforces the figure of the citizen-activist within the disruptive dynamic of a fluid
organisation. Freedom of speech is assumed and does not depend on formal
membership or a form of authority or structural legitimation provided by the
organisation. Differing from the norm of internal meetings, the conversation is open to
observation, ratification, and participation by externals in a mega-arena dynamic.
There does not appear to be any kind of behind-the-scenes planning or management
of the hashtag movement on Twitter. At the same time, it cannot be stated that the
discussion simply occurs spontaneously, though its features seem to shape
organisational open source fluid activism.

The full dimension of socio-communicative civic relations and strategic communication
at FFF is evident here. The online conversations are not loose and chaotic, but instead
appear as omnidirectional and diachronic. And yet, the use of communication to
engage in strategic conversations cannot be considered a purposeful or conscient act.
Perhaps it would be reasonable to consider such strategic communication as a
conditioned non-rational process from an actor with a goal that, in this case, is not
organisationally driven, but rather the catalyst of a socio-communicative process in the
public sphere.

Practical implications
FFF shows that citizens want to act and are ready to do so. They search for solutions
for the ‘planet’ and aim towards a common good. These citizens shape and set the

political climate agenda as part of a process taking place through online socio-
communicative action. The public sphere dynamics are not linear. Also, the
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prominence of its online activity means it may not resonate well with the traditional
media. For this reason, the movement might not be considered the appropriate
intermediary actor for institutional political discussion in a time of crisis. Yet only time
will reveal how the movement will develop.

This study shows that #FridaysForFuture is part of an alternative dynamic that disrupts
the regular activity of democratic institutions and is a non-linear complex global
process. An initial analysis of the organic functioning of the movement has identified
communicative patterns and the issues that shape the discussion. It has shown that,
for the case in hand, the concept of organisation and its form and functioning are
challenged. Hence, strategic communication appears differently than the way it is
usually understood, moving from a meso to a macro level. We propose that
communication managers at non-profit and other organisations could consider a post-
modern approach to facilitating and enabling the organisation or movement to
organise the communication process in a strategic and operational dimension, rather
than planning and guiding it.

Limitations and future research

The high volume of data analysed is limited to one single digital platform. While this is
central to the movement, it is only one aspect of its activity. The specific sample of 5
weeks in 2021 also sets conditions for the analysis, and thus the statements in this
article cannot be assumed to extend beyond these frames. Future research could
perform a detailed analysis of data from other temporary spaces and social networks
of FFF in order to continue to unravel the extent of this global and planetary
phenomenon. Another direction could be to explore the non-visible side of the FFF as
an organisation to understand what may lie behind it in terms of strategy and
management. Similarly, research on other civic movements of a similar nature (e.g.
#0OccupyWallStreet, #BlackLivesMatters, #MeToo) could offer a contrast with the
communicative patterns identified in this article. Future contributions will also aim to,
on the one hand, enhance the theoretical possibilities of this initial research and on
the other, make recommendations for policy-makers to incorporate these participatory
and horizontal practices into their decision-making processes. Only after these
features have been unveiled, will it be possible to gain a deeper understanding of the
interface between the hashtag movements and the public sphere.
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