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NGOs’ Social Media Towards an Inclusive Virtual Public Sphere: 

Ethnographic Case Studies of Greenpeace GB and Amnesty International 

UK’s Facebook and Twitter Spaces. 

Social media have reinvigorated the debate on whether the internet could foster deliberative 

democratic renewal in the form of a virtual public sphere, whereby individuals congregate and 

engage in inclusive rational dialogue. This virtual landscape has provided new opportunities 

for individuals to converge across borders as transnational publics by sharing their common 

political grievances, spearheading new forms of political and social activism. Yet, empirical 

studies have revealed the shortcomings of the internet’s potential discursive quality, such as 

the use of anonymity in creating a permissive environment for abusive behaviour. This has led 

to lively debates over whether it is possible to adapt the concept of the public sphere to analyse 

interactions within a transnational online environment. Parallel to this, empirical studies fail to 

investigate the quality of online dialogue between publics and advocacy NGOs. This is an 

unfortunate omission because advocacy NGOs could be regarded as important actors of ‘virtual 

public spheres’, given that they influence public debates and extensively use social media to 

optimise public engagement. This gap provides the opportunity to advance the public sphere 

research agenda in ways previously unexplored. 

My research investigates the extent to which advocacy NGOs’ social media can be understood 

as inclusive virtual public spheres by using the ethnographic case studies of Greenpeace and 

Amnesty International’s Facebook and Twitter spaces. By conducting immersive observation, 

interviews and media diaries, this research aims to understand the communicative experience 

of NGO’s online publics and how they perceive their online contribution and political efficacy. 

By interviewing NGO staff, this research aims to gain greater insight into NGOs’ engagement 

towards their online publics by investigating their communicative contributions and how these 

online discussions feed into their decision-making. This ethnographic study goes beyond 

existing research by exploring the quality of online dialogue from the perspectives of both rank-

and-file members and the online publics. 

Against a backdrop of Habermasian public sphere theory and ensuing debates, the presentation 

will propose a revised theoretical framework, which acts as an analytical benchmark to argue 

that the deliberation on NGOs’ social media can meet the conditions of inclusive virtual public 

spheres. In doing so, this research begins firstly by investigating the unique state-centric 

conception of the bourgeois public sphere of Habermas, whereby the exclusionary traits 

embodied in its rules of communication namely universality of access, singularity, equality in 

discourse and critical-rational communication constitute the initial foundation for a revised 

normative framework towards an inclusive public sphere. Second, this research proceeds to 

uncover the contemporary structural conditions which generate inclusive virtual publics shaped 

by common identities of shared fate and grievances in the context of neoliberal globalisation 

and global governance. The combination of contemporary structural conditions with the 

revised normative framework serves as an analytical benchmark of discourse for the case 

studies. This theoretical framework will be of particular value in analysing the underexplored 

role of advocacy NGOs as key transnational actors that facilitate virtual public dialogue, and 

will contribute to mapping their role in adapting their communicative presence to the virtual 

communicative landscape. 
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