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Digital media has transformed the global conversation on development. It has changed the way 

people stay informed, learn and engage in debates. According to a recent study, it has even 

changed the way people think. More than two billion people worldwide now use social media at 

least once a month, and one billion people log onto Facebook every day. 

So what does this mean for government institutions working on 

development? Can social media help them build public support 

for their work? How should they engage with “digital natives”?  

The OECD Development Communication Network (DevCom) 

organised a Workshop in Paris on 19-20 May 2016 to unpack 

these questions. More than 60 experts on communications, 

digital media and development came together to learn from 

one another, share ideas and find new partners. Over 1.5 days, 

participants discussed: 

 The implications of digital trends, and the evolving nature of online audiences. 

 The extent to which development institutions are seizing social media opportunities. 

 The secrets of successful social media strategies and partnerships. 

 Creative ideas for SDG campaigns, and how DevCom can help. 

Digital Trends and Today’s Audiences 

Which tech trends do development communicators need to know about? How do 
communicators need to adapt to today’s online audiences?  
 

Aurelie Valtat, Digital Strategist at the 

European Commission, outlined ten social 

media trends and provided precious practical 

advice for government communicators in 

2016. What tops her list? To play the social 

media game today, governments need to 

pay. Also, don’t forget: visual communication 

is king. 

 

According to Lindsey McInerney, Head of 

Digital Transformation at Hootsuite, social 

media and mobile technology have led to a 

“fundamental cultural shift”, driven by digital 

natives and accelerating every day. In the 

United States, 90% of young adults aged 18 

to 29 are now on social media. When online, 

they expect quick and tailor-made responses 

from their interlocutors. 

 

 

Available online: 

 Agenda 

 Presentations  

 List of Participants 

oecd.org/dev/devcom 

Source: Aurelie Valtat’s presentation 

http://time.com/3858309/attention-spans-goldfish/
http://wearesocial.com/special-reports/digital-in-2016
http://www.oecd.org/dev/devcom
http://www.oecd.org/development/pgd/devcomworkshop1920may2016.htm
https://twitter.com/avaltat
http://aurelievaltat.eu/2016-social-media-trends-for-government-communicators/
http://aurelievaltat.eu/2016-social-media-trends-for-government-communicators/
https://twitter.com/themcinerney
http://www.oecd.org/dev/devcom
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Derrick Feldmann, creator of The Millennial Impact Project, shared his research on what 

drives millennials to engage with social causes. He highlighted two crucial factors: identity and 

peer influence. Millennials want to feel that they are contributing to a better world. They also 

want to emulate their friends. To engage them, messages should focus on their personal 

contributions (e.g. “this is your opportunity to do something remarkable”) rather than putting 

institutions and brands upfront. 

Reflecting on recent social movements like #NuitDebout, Caroline Castaing, communication 

officer at the Agence Française de Développement, argued that citizens today want more 

active roles in the policy debate. They are ready to learn, and public institutions need to 

provide them with platforms, knowledge and tools to engage in causes.  

It is important to remember that citizens fundamentally support global development. According 

to the Eurobarometer, 89% of Europeans say that helping developing countries is important. 

68% support an increase in EU foreign aid. A poll in Switzerland found that 83% of citizens 

support aid to secure a sustainable future for all, and to show solidarity with the world’s poor. 

The Digital Opportunity for Development Communicators 

Douglas Frantz, Deputy Secretary-General of the OECD, applauded the transformative nature 

of the Sustainable Development Goals. However, he identified with communicators who have 

to explain this complex set of goals to their audiences. He identified four opportunities social 

media makes possible. Used wisely, social media can promote: 

 Solidarity. It can shorten the distance among global citizens and show people what it’s 

like to walk in someone else’s shoes. 

 Responsibility. It can encourage people to behave in ethical and sustainable ways. 

 Accountability. It can help citizens access data on government performance, share 

powerful stories of success or failure, and debate policies and programmes. 

 Better policies and practices. Governments can use social media to gather feedback 

and great ideas on how to improve their work. 

Are Governments Seizing the Opportunity? 

How are public institutions approaching social  
media? Who are the most innovative? 

In his keynote presentation, Matthias Lüfkens, 

Founder of Twiplomacy, provided the numbers: 

governments and world leaders now boast more than 

800 Twitter accounts and 538 Facebook pages. The 

most successful accounts, he said, are fun and 

creative. The examples he presented portrayed 

leaders as charismatic and approachable. For better or 

worse, personalities trump institutions. 

Barbara Ubaldi, Senior Project Manager for Digital 

Governance at the OECD, showed how public institutions can modernise their approach to 

digital media. Public communication is still their main reason to log in. However, the most 

innovative institutions are using digital media to engage in open dialogue with citizens, make 

budget data more accessible and deliver public services. This serves as a reminder that going 

digital is not an end in itself, but a means to achieve an organization’s strategic objectives.
1
 

                                                           
1
 OECD governments already have agreed to develop digital strategies that give citizens more 

active roles in governance. See the Recommendation adopted in 2014. 

Source: Matthias Lüfkens’ presentation 

https://twitter.com/derrickfeldmann
https://vimeo.com/103431962
https://vimeo.com/103431962
https://www.facebook.com/NuitDebout/
https://twitter.com/CaroCastaing
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/special-eurobarometer-441-european-year-development-citizens-viewson-development-cooperation-and-aid_en
http://www.oecd.org/development/pgd/Integrating%20the%20SDGs%20into%20National%20Strategy_Switzerland.pdf
https://twitter.com/Doug_Frantz
http://www.oecd.org/development/pgd/Lufkens%20OECD%20DevCom%202016.pdf
https://twitter.com/luefkens
https://twitter.com/BarbaraUbaldi
http://www.keepeek.com/Digital-Asset-Management/oecd/governance/social-media-use-by-governments_5jxrcmghmk0s-en#page1
http://www.transparenciapresupuestaria.gob.mx/
http://www.transparenciapresupuestaria.gob.mx/
http://www.oecd.org/gov/digital-government/recommendation-on-digital-government-strategies.htm
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What about DevCom Members? 

Felix Zimmermann, DevCom Coordinator, shared the results of a new survey on how 13 

DevCom members are using social media. Since the last such survey in 2012, social media 

has become “daily business” for all members. More members have specific budgets for social 

media, but time and resources remain scarce. Only 6 members say that they have one or more 

staff managing social media full-time. 

 
 

The survey also suggests that DevCom members are not using social media to its fullest 

potential. When asked why they use social media, members prioritise traditional one-way 

communications. Only one member says that interacting with citizens is a "very important" 

reason to use social media. Only a handful of members say that seeking feedback on 

programmes and policies is an “important” reason for using social media. 

Some Digital Innovators in Development Communications 

Twiplomacy applauds UNICEF as a social media leader among multilateral organisations. 

Gerrit Beger, Senior Advisor for Social Engagement, described how UNICEF has managed to 

win more than 32 million fans across social media platforms. He highlighted two lessons. First, 

UNICEF has provided a platform for powerful storytelling, helping young people and UNICEF 

staff share their stories firsthand. Second, UNICEF has joined ongoing conversations like 

#BringBackOurGirls, rather than always trying to start its own (which can be less effective and 

much more costly).  

https://twitter.com/fzimm
http://www.oecd.org/development/pgd/2016%20DevCom%20Social%20Media%20Survey%20FZ%20MGZ%20Presentation.pdf
https://twitter.com/begerrit
http://www.oecd.org/development/pgd/OECD%20presentation%20Gerrit%20Beger%20May%202016FINAL.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/development/pgd/OECD%20presentation%20Gerrit%20Beger%20May%202016FINAL.pdf
https://twitter.com/hashtag/BringBackOurGirls
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Mr Beger showed how an organization can move from passive engagement to co-creation and 

collaboration. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 Joachim Beijmo, Communications Director at the 
Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA), 
talked about how SIDA is using the arrival of Syrian 
refugees to engage with citizens about development. 
Virtual reality (VR) technology, he said, is an 
opportunity for Swedes to walk in someone else’s 
shoes. SIDA has promoted prize-winning VR film 
Clouds over Sidra across the country. Cheaper 
headsets have made VR more accessible, so SIDA 
plans to produce its own content and reach even wider 
audiences. 

 

 

Learning to Let Go: the Social Media Success Factor 

How can development communicators deepen their social media engagement? 
 
One principle emerged time and again during the Workshop: to succeed in social media, public 

institutions need to learn how to let go. Participants discussed the many ways in which they are 

leaving their comfort zones. 

 

Letting colleagues get personal 

Online communities want to engage with an organisation’s leaders and personalities. 

Alongside corporate accounts, communicators need to encourage colleagues to open personal 

accounts or write blogs. Several development institutions now source photos from colleagues 

in field offices. This is the case of the Swedish development agency who has decided to hand 

control of its Instagram account over to colleagues in the field, as a win-win solution to access 

free photos and give their staff visibility. 

The risk is that colleagues will go “off message.” However, providing them with guidance and 

training can help address this risk. In the DevCom survey, ten members say they have social 

media guidelines, while nine members say they offer training. 

Source: Gerrit Beger’s presentation 

https://twitter.com/jbeijmo
http://www.oecd.org/development/pgd/Joaquim.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/development/pgd/Joaquim.pdf
http://vrse.works/creators/chris-milk/work/the-united-nations-clouds-over-sidra/
http://www.oecd.org/development/pgd/2016%20DevCom%20Social%20Media%20Survey%20FZ%20MGZ%20Presentation.pdf
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Giving real people a voice 

Online audiences want to hear from real people, and especially from those who are affected by 

an organisation’s work. This means that communicators today shouldn’t try to “own” 

conversations, but to catalyse and facilitate them. The idea is to provide people with the 

knowledge, tools and platforms to tell their compelling stories firsthand. 

Most development institutions have launched hashtag campaigns or competitions to encourage 

followers to share their experiences and generate their own content. Going even further, 

initiatives like Voices of Youth (supported by UNICEF) and the With and For Girls Collective 

(supported by the Stars Foundation) actually amplify the voices of affected populations. 

Finding new advocates and influencers 

The competition to work with Youtube or Instagram stars has become fierce and, for most 

development institutions, too expensive. Many influencers also refuse to be “bought off.” 

Aurelie Valtat shared a win-win experience: funding a celebrity blogger’s travel to a 

development project without paying any additional fees. Development organisations save 

money and the celebrity maintains independence.  

Rather than reaching for the stars, many development institutions are using analytics to find 

influencers in important niche 

communities. Angela Corbalan, Head 

of Communications at The Better Than 

Cash Alliance, shared her know-how on 

finding and “hypertargeting” real-world 

influencers whose retweets can go a 

long  way. 

Becoming better listeners 

Angela Corbalan recommended being “80% listener, 20% talker.” Lindsey McInerney 

showed how organisations can monitor conversations on social media to learn how their brand 

is perceived and what their audiences want. Good listening, she said, can help identify people 

who might act as future ambassadors for a brand.  

Ruben Lopez Pulido, Director of Communications at the Spanish Cooperation Agency 

(AECID), discussed the tools and data he uses to understand AECID’s audiences. These 

include the results of recent opinion polls, information from new tools to measure social media 

impact and an analysis of how citizens use the data portal on Spanish aid. 

More generally, better listening can be a path to better policies. The European Commission 

and Canada are currently consulting with the public on their development policies. At the global 

level, the UN SDG Action Campaign is considering how to build on the 2015 My World Survey 

to ensure that citizens have a voice in tracking progress on the new goals. Social media has a 

huge role to play in encouraging people to share their views and ideas. 

Letting people play with data 

Being accountable and transparent is a core goal for many development communicators. With 

digital media, they can render data more attractive and interactive, allowing citizens to explore, 

understand and discuss the numbers online. The 2016 Aid Transparency Index says that 20 

donors now have open data portals. Several participants, including colleagues from Devex, are 

investing in new ways to visualize data.  

Source: Angela Corbalan’s presentation 

http://www.voicesofyouth.org/
http://www.starsfoundation.org.uk/awards/girls-awards
http://girlvsglobe.com/2015/09/the-meaning-of-life-and-my-next-trip.html
http://girlvsglobe.com/2015/09/the-meaning-of-life-and-my-next-trip.html
https://twitter.com/AngelaCorbalan
http://www.oecd.org/development/pgd/OECD%20comms%20slides%20FINAL.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/development/pgd/Ruben%20Presentacio%CC%81nMAYO2016.pdf
http://cooperacionencifras.exteriores.gob.es/es-es/sectores/Paginas/default.aspx
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/news-and-events/european-commission-launches-open-public-consultation-future-eu-development-policy_en
http://international.gc.ca/world-monde/development-developpement/iar-consultations-eai/index.aspx?lang=eng
https://blog.sdgactioncampaign.org/2016/05/27/a-people-powered-agenda/
http://ati.publishwhatyoufund.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/ATI-2016_Report_Proof_DIGITAL.pdf
https://www.devex.com/
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Once global leaders have agreed on indicators to 

measure progress towards the SDGs, development 

organizations will need to decide how to present 

performance data. Several participants called for 

open source dashboards. UNESCO’s eAtlas of 

Gender Inequality in Education might serve as 

inspiration.  

One challenge, however, will be to deal with the 

ambiguity of many of the 169 SDG targets, as 

highlighted by Patrick Reichenmiller, Deputy Head of Communication at the Swiss Agency for 

Development and Cooperation. 

Communicating for the SDGs: Let’s Make Lemonade from Lemons! 

Communicating about the SDGs is not 

yet a high priority for DevCom members. 

Since their adoption, only seven 

members have been communicating 

about them on social media. One 

member has made them a central pillar 

of social media work. 

Some communicators say they need 

more political guidance from leaders 

before developing campaigns.  Others 

say that they have been swamped by 

more pressing issues related to migration and security. Another reason they are avoiding the 

SDGs: the agenda is  too complicated. 

However, some members are showing the way, designing a candy-crush-like SDG game, an 

SDG-quiz app, an "SDG of the month" campaign and dedicated Facebook pages. They are 

using SDG ambassadors, including celebrities and parliamentarians, to promote the goals.  

At the Workshop, participants proposed new SDG emojis and summoned SDG superheroes 

(see the Global Goals Alliance). They got even more creative about how best to promote the 

SDGs in a series of small-group exercises. Together, they came up with: 

 

 An #EatSmart campaign challenging food consumers and 
producers to change behaviours, buy local foods and contribute to 
achieving zero hunger. 

 A #WasteWatchers / #WatchYourWaste campaign 
encouraging consumers to “put their energy elsewhere” and 
share their stories online 

 A “Who are you wearing?” campaign aiming to improve 

responsible production and consumption in the garment and 

clothing industry. A #Checked app would show whether 

garments on sale are ethical. 

 A #ClimateChallenge campaign where role models (“climate 

champions”) carry out five climate-friendly actions for people 

to copy. The target: parents with children turning 18 in 2030. 
 

 

International Council for Science  
reviews the 169 SDG targets 

 

Source: http://www.icsu.org/ 

 

 

 

 

The DevCom survey asked members to say how they had been 
communicating about the SDGs. Each smiley represents a member. 

http://www.tellmaps.com/uis/gender/#!/tellmap/-1195952519
http://www.tellmaps.com/uis/gender/#!/tellmap/-1195952519
https://www.facebook.com/agenda2030Switzerland
http://www.globalgoalsalliance.org/home.php
http://www.icsu.org/
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 A #JoinMyGoal campaign aiming to show that “a better world is 

everyone’s business” and highlighting the need for partnerships. 

 A  #Free2Choose campaign challenging people to engage with 

the future of girls who are close to them (sisters, daughters, etc.). 

 A #MattersToMe campaign focusing on a few core actions and 

behaviours to tackle climate change. Inspired by the film Demain, 

the idea is to be relatable and positive. 
 

The SDG principle of universality seems to be taking hold. All 

campaigns are based on people making a difference no matter 

where they live – actions at home can have strong impacts 

abroad. “When we change, we change the world,” said one 

group.  

Another shared feature of most campaigns is that they focus on 

the end goals, rather than the SDG agenda itself. The idea is to 

show how the SDGs can transform the world, rather than focusing 

on the agenda’s complicated procedural aspects. 

 

 

 

 

Partnering for Greater Impact 

The Workshop proved that partnerships are taking off in 

development communication. Several small groups proposed 

to engage other stakeholders in their campaigns.  

Angela Corbalan, Angie Windle, Communications and 

Marketing Manager at the Stars Foundation, and Marit 

Hverven, Senior Adviser at NORAD, showed how their 

respective projects were achieving greater impact by engaging with multiple stakeholders. 

Check out the Better than Cash Alliance, the With and for Girls Collective and the 

#EduApp4Syria. 

Katharina Ferreira-Steinhart, Interim Head of Public Relations & Development 

Communication and Education at the Austrian Development Cooperation, told participants 

about the “Mitmachen” campaign, which encourages individuals, business and others to join 

the global effort. Patrick Reichenmiller 

stressed the need for broader 

collaboration, both among 

government departments and beyond. 

Several participants explained how they are trying to engage with new communities. Architects, 

artists, philosophers, scientists, chefs and musicians — all of these groups and many more — 

have stakes in sustainable development and ideas to share. Communicators need to create 

platforms to engage them in debates and the search for solutions. The Agence Française de 

Développement, said Caroline Castaing, will be trying to do just that at the forthcoming Habitat 

III conference in Quito (17-20 October).  

Tell us about your SDG campaigns  
on the DevCom Facebook page: 

facebook.com/oecd.devcom 

 

http://www.demain-lefilm.com/en
https://twitter.com/angiewindle
https://www.norad.no/en/about-norad/employees/dept-comm/hverven-marit/
https://www.norad.no/en/about-norad/employees/dept-comm/hverven-marit/
https://www.betterthancash.org/members
http://www.starsfoundation.org.uk/blog/and-girls-collective
https://www.norad.no/eduapp4syria
http://www.entwicklung.at/mitmachen/
http://www.oecd.org/development/pgd/Integrating%20the%20SDGs%20into%20National%20Strategy_Switzerland.pdf
https://www.habitat3.org/
https://www.habitat3.org/
https://www.facebook.com/oecd.devcom
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Italy’s foreign ministry recently partnered with the national railway network (speaking of 

platforms) to advertise Italy’s development co-operation on screens in 12 highly frequented 

railway stations. Cristiano Maggipinto, Head of Evaluation and Visibility at the Ministry, said 

that such new partnerships had allowed the spot to reach 14 million people. 

Next Steps for DevCom 

Participants shared ideas on how DevCom can continue helping members learn from one 

another, stay updated on best practices and find new collaborators. Bathylle Missika, Head of 

Partnerships & Networks at the OECD Development Centre, reminded participants of 

DevCom’s three virtual platforms: 

1. The public Facebook page is a place to share lessons and showcase examples of 

good development communication. 

2. The LinkedIn Group is a place for members and friends to ask questions, test ideas 

and find partners in the broader DevCom community. They can also post links to 

academic research on development communication, education and public opinion. 

3. The restricted-access DevCom Clearspace site is a place for members to share, 

discuss and collaborate on documents, including communications strategies, 

campaigns and social media packages. 

Other tools include a DevCom Twitter list and a list of members’ institutional accounts on the 

DevCom webpage.  

The 2016 DevCom Annual Meeting will take place on 9-10 November 2016. Before then, 

several exciting events will provide opportunities to collaborate: European Development Days 

on 15-16 June, Habitat III on 17-20 October and the SEGIB Summit on 28-29 October. 

DevCom will continue to work with UN partners to help mobilize citizens for the SDGs. The 

UN’s new SDG Global Campaign Centre in Bonn will no doubt be an important partner. 

Finally, DevCom is always seeking to improve the relevance and quality of its events. The 

Secretariat was delighted to receive both positive and constructive feedback on this Workshop.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please Stay in Touch! 

Felix Zimmermann, DevCom Coordinator (Felix.Zimmermann@oecd.org) 
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Agenda-setting

Time allocated to discussions

DevCom Survey

Relevance of the selected
         topics for your work

Peer-learning

Networking

Quality/relevance of speakers

How would you rate this workshop?  

Poor Average Good 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=678MYHzjbww
https://www.facebook.com/oecd.devcom
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/8210849
https://community.oecd.org/community/devcom
https://twitter.com/OECD_Centre/lists/devcom-twitter
http://www.oecd.org/dev/pgd/devcom.htm
https://www.eudevdays.eu/
https://www.habitat3.org/
http://segib.org/en/ibero-american-summits/roadmap-to-the-xxv-summit/
https://www.unric.org/en/latest-un-buzz/30186-sdg-global-campaign-centre-to-open-in-bonn
mailto:Felix.Zimmermann@oecd.org

