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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This study examines the extent to which general and substan- Received 3 April 2023
tive accountability is integrated into the language used by key Accepted 2 January 2024
actors involved in nursing home services. Particularly, we inves- KEYWORDS

tigate the messages used by the supply side, which includes Accountability; covid-19;
public and private organizations involved in residential care for nursing home services; text
older adults, and the demand side, which comprises organiza- analysis

tions representing service beneficiaries. Moreover, we explore

the alignment between the messages used by both sides of the

accountability relationship. In the context of Spanish nursing

homes, we analyzed a corpus of tweets by organizations from

both sides of the accountability relationship, from one year

before the outbreak of COVID-19 restrictions to after their

implementation. Using text analysis techniques, we found that

messages related to general and substantive accountability had

a low priority before and after the outbreak. Public organiza-

tions were slightly more likely to employ general accountability

terms than private organizations. This is particularly in non-crisis

situations, although less frequently than organizations repre-

senting beneficiaries. Our analysis demonstrates a lack of con-

vergence between the messaging on the supply and demand

sides, indicating a communication breakdown between the two

sides in the accountability relationship.

Introduction

The provision of information about service performance is essential for
promoting an empowered citizenry and accountable public administration
(Amirkhanyan, 2019). An aging population, shortcomings in the quality of
nursing home services (even in more extensive welfare regimes), high levels of
dependency of the people who live in the facilities, and the devastating
consequences of COVID-19 for nursing home residents highlight the
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requirement for greater transparency and accountability from organizations
involved in providing services.

By focusing on accountability, this study pioneers investigating the lan-
guage used by core actors involved in nursing home services. This analysis is
essential because communication messages represent a core element in the
exchange of accountability relationships. While one of the central dimensions
of accountability is the provision of information and the justification of
actions (Brandsma & Schillemans, 2013), the language used to share informa-
tion, communicate with, and engage citizens remains underexplored in the
literature. Although the provision of nursing home services is mostly concen-
trated in the private sector, it remains unclear whether differences exist in the
communication strategies employed by private and public organizations.

This study distinguishes between general and substantive accountability
messages. General accountability refers to messages that incorporate core
elements of the broader conceptualization of accountability, namely informa-
tion, evaluation, and sanction of services (Brandsma & Schillemans, 2013).
Substantive accountability refers to messages that include the provision of
information on specific aspects related to the quality of the structures, pro-
cesses, and outcomes of nursing home services (Donabedian, 1988; Du Moulin
et al., 2010).

This study has two main objectives: First, to investigate the general and
substantive accountability messages used to communicate with the general
public issued by public and private organizations (both for-profit and non-
profit) involved in residential care services for older adults (i.e., the supply
side). Second, to examine the convergence of these messages with those issued
by beneficiary organizations (i.e., the demand side). Therefore, we use auto-
mated text analysis methods to examine a corpus of tweets posted by a broad
range of organizations involved in the Spanish nursing home sector.
Particularly, we examine tweets issued by ministries at the regional and central
levels of government that are responsible for social care policies. As for private
actors, we examine messages by for-profit organizations (firms and business
associations) and nonprofit organizations (charitable or religious groups) that
represent private providers of the services. To examine the convergence
between the demand and the supply sides of accountability, we obtain mes-
sages from beneficiary organizations (particularly, organizations of relatives of
nursing home residents). The empirical analysis covers a period of 24 months:
One year before and after the outbreak of COVID-19 restrictions in Spain on
March 14, 2020.

From the dictionary analysis of keywords related to general and substantive
accountability, we find that accountability-related messages are not a priority
for organizations that represent the supply side of services, particularly when
contrasted with the messages posted by beneficiary organizations, which are
more likely to use keywords related to accountability (both general and
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substantive). Moreover, we find that public organizations are slightly more
likely to employ general accountability terms than private organizations,
particularly in non-crisis situations. In line with previous studies (Broms
et al., 2020), we find that private organizations are more likely to use terms
related to the processes involved in services, however, this trend was only
present before the outbreak. Conversely, before the COVID-19 outbreak, the
messages posted by the demand side focused on the services offered by the
facilities; after restrictions were implemented, they shifted toward aspects
regarding outcomes. Furthermore, this study reveals the absence of conver-
gence between messages by service providers (public and private organiza-
tions) and organizations representing the beneficiaries of these services. This
absence might have implications for the quality of and trust in services.

This study contributes to the literature on accountability (e.g., Brandsma &
Schillemans, 2013), and to the literature on eldercare and the impact of
COVID-19 on these services (e.g. Broms et al., 2020). To the best of our
knowledge, this study is the first attempt to obtain messages issued by different
types of organizations involved in accountability in the nursing home sector.
The major contribution of this article is a discussion on how information
sharing can contribute to accountability by identifying the extent to which
core actors use general and/or substantive accountability messages in their
interactions. Analyzing accountability messages as social constructions is
important because they may influence citizens’ opinions and governments’
decisions regarding the design, content, and implementation of core services
(Schneider & Ingram, 1993). This study provides significant insights into the
differences in the topics raised and the priorities of different actors involved in
the provision of services when communicating with the general public. While
meaningful and substantial communication should be included in formal
information systems that contain detailed and private information on the
status of each resident, it is also relevant to analyze information sharing and
communication messages on social media as tools that enhance social control
over services.

General and substantive accountability messages

In this study, accountability is a social relationship between actors and forums
in which the actors as account-givers inform and justify their conduct and the
account holders evaluate and sanction the account-givers’ conduct (Bovens,
2007; Brandsma & Schillemans, 2013). From this definition, accountability has
a supply side of actors (e.g., governments and service providers), who, in their
role as account-givers, provide information regarding their actions, and
a demand side of forums (e.g., citizens, audit offices, stakeholders, and service
beneficiaries), who have the power to assess and sanction the performance of
the supply side.
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Although accountability is a communicative interaction, the analysis
of linguistic patterns used to communicate and engage with forums has
received little attention in the literature. In this study, we focus on the
language used by core actors on the supply side of accountability,
namely public and private organizations (e.g., governments, private
firms, and business associations) involved in providing nursing home
services. Regarding their messages, we focus on information dissemi-
nated to the general public, which is accessible to different types of
stakeholders.

Moreover, we examine the contents of the messages used by core
organizations on the demand side of the accountability relationship.
These are beneficiary organizations, understood as those that represent
relatives of nursing home residents. Research on nursing home services
provides evidence of the importance of examining the concerns expressed
by the relatives of residents since they “oftentimes become ‘eyes and ears’
for the concerns and safety” of those receiving care (Hado & Feinberg,
2020).

Why is it important to study the messages used by the supply side and
the demand side to communicate with the general public? To answer this
question, we rely on Schneider and Ingram’s (1993, p. 334) argument that
“social constructions influence the policy agenda and the selection of policy
tools, as well as the rationales that legitimate policy choices. Constructions
become embedded in policy as messages that are absorbed by citizens and
affect their orientations and participation.” It is necessary to examine the
words that core actors use to construct communicative messages by both
sides of accountability relationships. This is because the content of the
information and its sharing might affect the opinions formed by citizens
and the decisions made by governments regarding the contents of these
core services.

General accountability

To examine communication messages, it is necessary to define the informa-
tion-sharing messages that can be attributed to accountability. As Bovens
(2007) emphasizes, “account-giving is more than mere propaganda, or the
provision of instructions to the general public.” Drawing on these studies, we
argue that regardless of the policy topic (health services, education policies,
school meals), one can identify whether the supply side refers to accountability
messages when referring to the core elements of its conceptualization, namely,
information, evaluation and sanction (Brandsma & Schillemans, 2013). Hence,
we can identify whether those on the supply side share information about the
transparency of the services, their evaluation, and/or about any sanctions
implemented. When analyzing the messages used by the demand side, one
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might also identify whether they refer to these three general elements of
accountability.

Substantive accountability messages: information-sharing about the processes,
the structures and the outputs of nursing home services

Accountability messages can also target specific policies and services (Kosack
& Fung, 2014). As our study focuses on nursing home services, a core step is to
identify the elements of these services that providers can focus on for account-
ability purposes. In this regard, we follow Broms et al. (2020), who use
Donabedian’s framework to assess the quality of care.

Donabedian’s (1988, 2003) classical model emphasizes the analysis of three
core dimensions of service quality: Structures, processes, and outcomes. Quality
indicators of the structures refer to material and human resources, staff
qualifications, and physical facilities requirements. Process indicators refer
to “the activities that constitute health care,” such as health plans including
treatments and diagnosis, meals, and channels of participation. Outcome
indicators relate to the changes attributed to the services, such as evaluations
and user satisfaction (Du Moulin et al., 2010). Drawing on these studies, we
argue that when it comes to nursing home services, substantive accountability
messages include the provision of information on specific aspects related to
the quality of their structures, processes, and outcomes. Therefore, we inves-
tigate the extent to which both suppliers and recipients of accountability refer
to these aspects in their respective messages.

Theoretical expectations regarding accountability messages issued by the
supply side: the expectation on general accountability

Previous studies have highlighted that long-term care policies (LTC) have
emerged in response to demographic shifts resulting from an aging popula-
tion, changes in female labor force participation, and evolving cultural
perceptions of care (Ranci & Pavolini, 2015). Despite these transformations,
LTC policies have been characterized by low levels of institutionalization
compared to other social policies that are the core pillars of welfare regimes
(Ranci & Pavolini, 2015). Several countries have introduced substantial
involvement of market actors in the implementation of these policies,
which can be provided through different arrangements between public
and private organizations. Even in more generous welfare states, such as
Nordic eldercare systems, the de-universalization, privatization, and mar-
ketization of these services have increased (Broms et al., 2020; Szebehely &
Meagher, 2018). Public administration studies provide important insights
into the differences in organizational performance and management among
different types of providers (e.g., Amirkhanyan et al., 2018). For example,



JOURNAL OF AGING & SOCIAL POLICY 31

one of the primary arguments is that the public sector is more likely to
operate “under tight systems of control” and comply with democratic
values, while for-profit organizations are more likely to have regulatory
violations (Amirkhanyan, 2008). Similarly, Song (2022) argues that public
organizations are more constrained by formal mandates and obligations
and are more vulnerable to institutional forces than private entities. This is
because public organizations operate within a complex environment com-
prising diverse stakeholders and are subject to more demands for social
legitimacy and bureaucratic reputation. In addition, Song (2022) finds that,
in addition to public organizations, nonprofit organizations are less likely
to have regulatory violations. This is because violations incurred by non-
profits might lead to greater costs owing to their unique legal status. As
both public and nonprofit organizations are guided more by societal and
stakeholder expectations and regulatory compliance, we expect that when
compared to their for-profit counterparts, they would be more inclined to
employ general accountability messages related to the dissemination of
information, control, and sanction mechanisms of the services.

Expectation 1. General accountability: Public organizations and nonprofit organizations
are more likely to use general accountability messages than for-profit organizations.

Expectation on substantive accountability

Beyond the expectation of general accountability messages, one can examine
the type of organization which is more likely to communicate using substan-
tive elements of the quality of nursing home services (i.e., structures, processes,
and outcomes). Previous studies (Amirkhanyan, 2008) find that privatization
has negative consequences on the quality of services, and that a greater risk of
termination is more likely to be associated with for-profit facilities (Angelelli
et al., 2003). This is in line with studies by Comondore et al. (2009) regarding
the effect of ownership on the quality of residential care. These studies find
that nursing homes that belong to the public sector are more likely to provide
higher-quality services. By disaggregating for-profit and nonprofit entities,
Amirkhanyan et al. (2018) argue that public and nonprofit organizations are
expected to be more quality-centered. Meier et al. (2022) also demonstrate that
public and nonprofit nursing homes have better quality indicators related to
the structure of services, such as better equipment, facilities, and resident
control, and that these types of facilities “receive fewer complaints and have
fewer regulatory deficiencies.” As these previous studies find shortcomings in
the quality of services provided by for-profit organizations, we also expect
shortcomings in accountability messages regarding the three substantive
dimensions of their quality: Structures, processes, and service outcomes.



32 I. PEREZ-DURAN AND A. HERNANDEZ-SANCHEZ

Expectation 2. Substantive accountability: Public organizations and nonprofit organiza-
tions are more likely to use substantive accountability messages than for-profit
organizations.

Theoretical expectation on accountability messages issued by the demand side

This study examines the concerns emphasized by beneficiary organizations,
which primarily refer to organizations of relatives of nursing home residents.
Owing to the high prevalence of cognitive issues, disabilities, and health
conditions among nursing home residents, relatives play a core role in the
well-being of older adults in residential care settings (Hado & Feinberg, 2020).
They often become “eyes and ears” because of concerns about the safety of care
recipients (Hado & Feinberg, 2020). Analyzing these organizations is crucial
because they are core groups that demand and receive information about the
services used by their relatives. Through their messages, they can carry out
“soft” sanctioning measures through discussions and disapproval (Blomqvist
& Winblad, 2022). Saliba and Schnelle (2002) show that the relatives of
residents are core actors in demanding information on aspects related to the
quality of services, such as information related to residents’ health status and
participation in care planning. Therefore, we expect that these types of orga-
nizations are more likely to use messages that refer to accountability (either
general and/or substantive) related to services.

Expectation 3. The demand-side organizations related to nursing home services are more
likely to use either general or substantive accountability messages than supply-side
organizations.

Convergence of the messages issued by the demand side and the supply side in
times of crisis

Studies in this sector emphasize the importance of establishing meaningful
communication links between the demand and supply sides of services (Hado
& Feinberg, 2020). However, this is not a straightforward practice, whether
during the day-to-day or crisis episodes. The COVID-19 crisis, which has been
referred to as the “second transboundary mega-crisis to hit contemporary
societies in this century” (Boin et al., 2020), hit vulnerable societal groups
the hardest; and among these groups, nursing home residents were the most
affected population (Comas-Herrera et al., 2020). On average, 30 to 60% of
overall COVID-19-related deaths in European countries occurred in nursing
homes during the spring of 2020 (Bernardi et al., 2021). Recent studies show
that in the management of the COVID-19 crisis, governments have followed
different strategies and responses to the challenges posed. For instance, Daly
et al. (2022) note that some countries adopted a more proactive approach (e.g.,
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Denmark and Germany), while other countries (e.g., Italy and Spain) “had
major weaknesses resulting in delayed and generally inadequate responses.”
Despite these differences, a common response across most European countries
was the implementation of isolation measures in most nursing homes, whether
publicly or privately operated. Hence, nursing homes have not allowed visitors
in response to the growing number of COVID-19 cases and avoided dealing
with a higher number of deaths. In this context, communication was expected
to play a key role in addressing this transboundary threat. It was expected that
(both public and private) core actors involved in service provision would meet
the communication needs of the public, particularly those related to nursing
home residents and their relatives, by providing relevant information for them
(Falkheimer & Heide, 2010). Drawing on studies of risk communication, one
might expect that both government officials (Zhong et al., 2023) and private
providers (Olsson, 2014) are likely to prioritize reputation-focused commu-
nication strategies to safeguard their respective images. However, this focus on
reputation may cause a disconnection between messaging and the needs of
residents’ relatives during a crisis, potentially limiting their ability to respond
effectively. Furthermore, considering that the shortcomings of the sector
predate the pandemic, such as those related to uneven quality and access to
services (Bernardi et al., 2021), we expect that limitations on the supply side
related to preparedness and knowledge may have affected their capacity to
communicate effectively in response to information demands. Consequently,
this might lead to a lack of convergence in the messages used by both the
supply side and the demand side.

Expectation 4. In times of crisis, there is a lack of convergence in the accountability
messages used by the supply side and the demand side.

Methods

In some countries, such as the U.S. and the U.K. (Amirkhayan et al., 2019;
Song, 2022), public data is available on regulatory violations (or quality
deficiencies), nursing home inspections, and quality ratings that rely on
sources from nursing homes registered in their respective national health
system datasets. In Spain, public information on nursing home services is
dispersed across regions, and there is no consolidated official public dataset
containing core information such as personnel ratios, number and results of
inspections performed, and quality systems. Similarly, no other information
gathered by the regional or central government on evaluations conducted by
service users is publicly available (Broms et al., 2020). To the best of our
knowledge, there is no comprehensive assessment of nursing homes in Spain.

In this study, we focus on messages provided through social media,
particularly Twitter (now X). We use social media for the following
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reasons: First, social media messages are publicly available. Governments
and private service providers can use this tool to communicate with the
public and various stakeholders including users, organizations, profes-
sional organizations, and business associations. Second, social media can
serve as a channel for crisis communication (e.g. Guidry et al., 2017),
which is in line with studies on risk communication that have explored
government communication through social media during crises, such as
Ebola and the 2009 HIN1 (e.g., Guidry et al., 2017). During the pan-
demic, several families were deprived of access to information about their
relatives living in nursing homes, and information provided through
social media channels represented one of the few available channels.
Third, we acknowledge that Twitter can serve as a corrective conduit
for information to counteract poor organizational performance.
However, social media messages serve as a communication channel sub-
ject to social control and oversight.

Long-term care policies in Spain primarily rely on the regional governments
responsible for licensing and regulating them. Regional legislation states that
service providers can include public, private for-profit, and nonprofit entities/
associations. In 2020, 73% of nursing home beds in Spain were provided by
private facilities. According to Abellan-Garcia et al. (2021), pp. 5,567 nursing
homes in Spain provide 384,251 beds, including sheltered housing, psycho-
geriatric centers, and residential complexes. Of these, 3,925 are private facil-
ities that provide 73% of the total number of places (281,332) and 1,642 are
public facilities and provide 27% of the total number of places (102,919).
However, there are differences across Autonomous Communities. For exam-
ple, in Catalonia, Andalusia, Cantabria, Valencia, Madrid, and Murcia, private
organizations manage nearly 80% of nursing home beds, whereas in other
regions, such as Extremadura, the Canary Islands, and the Balearic Islands, the
share of private providers is below 60%.

To measure the prominence of accountability in messages issued by actors
in the nursing home sector to the general public, we collected their tweets and
assessed their use of theoretically-relevant keywords (dictionary analysis) and
themes (topic modeling) before and after COVID-19 restrictions in Spain. As
nursing home services have a high level of marketization, the examined
providers include both public and private providers (the list of actors exam-
ined is provided in Appendix 1). We collected 118,351 tweets from 87 actors
involved in the nursing home sector for older adults in Spain, with 43 of them
belonging to private actors (business associations and firms that provide
services), 22 to the public sector (all 17 regional governments and the central
government), and 22 to beneficiary organizations. To uncover differences in
messaging patterns, we considered a 12-month window before and after the
COVID-19 outbreak, using the date of the first state of emergency (March 14,
2020) as a reference point. Thus, we covered tweets posted between March 14,
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2019, and March 14, 2021. In order to filter out non-relevant tweets, we only
considered those that refer explicitly to nursing homes - residencias in
Spanish - by flagging related keywords and hashtags (e.g., #residencias).
With these filters in place, the final corpus consists of 7,020 tweets from 42
private organizations (57%), 22 public organizations (8%), and 22 associations
of beneficiaries (35%) (See Appendix 1).

As part of the text pre-processing workflow, we identified the most com-
mon words used by the types of organizations examined. For this purpose, we
removed all mentions (@) and hashtags (#), all names and surnames of people,
common words (stop words such as pronouns, articles and prepositions) in
Spanish, Basque, and Catalan, and terms with fewer than three characters, as
well as the 1% most and least common terms throughout the corpus (e.g.,
words such as nursing homes - residencias - in Spanish, which were included
in most tweets).

Results

In order to identify messaging pattern differences across the different actors,
we examined: a) messaging intensity and terms used, b) general and substan-
tive accountability, c) dimensions of substantive accountability, and d) topic
prevalences.

4004

Number of Tweets

2019-07 2020-01 2020-07 2021-01
Beneficiaries 4 Private ® Public

Figure 1. Messaging intensity.
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First, we examined the intensity of messaging over the 24 months by actor
type. In Figure 1, we can observe an increase in tweets from all actor types
following the implementation of the COVID-19 restrictions in March 2020.
However, by August 2020, the posting trends of private actors returned to their
pre-pandemic levels. Conversely, beneficiary associations maintained higher
levels of social media activity throughout the post-restriction period. As shown
in Table A2, the pre/post increases were statistically significant across the
board, though beneficiaries saw the largest increase in messaging intensity in
the post-pandemic period (see Appendix 2).

Regarding the terms used, Figure 2 shows the top 10 pairs of terms
(bigrams) by actor and period following text pre-processing. In the case of
private actors (which include both for-profit and nonprofit entities), there was
a shift in using the platform to communicate aspects related to the working
conditions in the sector (e.g., negotiable contracts) to a more general commu-
nication tool (e.g., open air and cognitive stimulation). Similarly, beneficiary
associations moved from highlighting general deficiencies in care and

Before Covid-19 restrictions

Beneficiaries Private | Public
institutional-mistreatment workdays-salary 1 _ 25th-aniversary 1 _
diversity-functional offer-nurses _ spent-great 4 -
bad-treatment 4 negotiable-supplement _ social-affairs q -
air-conditioned negotiable-contract _ balearic-islands 4 -
federation-provincial 4 indefinite-contract _ written-messages -
see-affected 4 indefinite-administration 4 _ technical-advisor 4 -
may-dedicate full-negotiable 1 _ public-employees -
cognitive-decay 1 employment-offer 4 _ parliamentary-groups 4 -
adequate-mental agreement-state 1 _ huesca-brain -
territorial-council culinary-commitee 4 - just-inaugurated 4 .
0 5 10 15 0 5 10 15 01 2 3 45

After Covid-19 restrictions

Beneficiaries I

public-money 1 open-air {

Private

may-see
prosecutors-investigate cognitive-stimulation supervised-housing
compatible-symptoms q residential-centers social-services
reckless-homicide 4 occupational-therapy 1 residential-centers
active-vigilance loved-ones 4 valencian-community 4
under-surveillance inmediate-call { functional-diversity 4

pcr-tests immediate-incorporation social-affairs 4

active-outbreak ocupational-therapist mental-health

amnesty-international 4 nice-detail elderly-dependents q

true-inspectors 1 new-technologies NA

ssesny)

ny

o
o
o
o
o
o
N
=1

0.0 25 5.0 7.5 10.0

Figure 2. Top bigrams by actor and period.
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infrastructure (e.g., bad treatment) to more specific COVID-19-related issues
(e.g., PCR tests). In the case of public organizations, there is no clear pattern or
shift. It is important to remark, however, that names of specific individuals
and facilities were removed from the corpus.

Second, to test our hypothesis on general accountability messages, we
conducted a dictionary analysis, which flags the use of core keywords directly
related to the conceptualization of general accountability: “transparency,”
“information,” “inspections,” “evaluation,” and “sanction.” In addition, to test
our hypothesis on substantive accountability messages, we identify the use of
terms that refer to substantive accountability based on the three dimensions
suggested by Donabedian (1988) (see the full list of terms in Table Al of
Appendix 1).

Although we expect to find a high number of terms related to general
and substantive accountability-related messages, our descriptive analysis
indicates scarce references to them, around 1.5% on average across
actors. However, Figure 3 depicts that public organizations employ
general accountability terms more often than private organizations
(aggregating both for-profit and nonprofit), although less frequently
than beneficiary organizations. This is true for both the pre- and post-
restriction periods.' Figure 3 also illustrates that the ratio of general and
substantive accountability keywords to total words remains relatively

» <«

a) Before | I b) After

Public _ -

Private

Beneficiaries 4 _

0% 1% 2% 3% 4% 5% 0% 1% 2% 3% 4% 5%

Dictionary: General . Substantive

Figure 3. General and substantive accountability.
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constant across both periods for all actors, and that substantive account-
ability terms are more prevalent across actor types and periods than
general accountability terms. Nevertheless, as seen in Table A2, there is
a slight, yet statistically significant decrease in the ratio of substantive
accountability keywords (to total words) used by private actors in the
post-pandemic period.

Third, we assessed the use of keywords related to the three dimensions of
substantive accountability: processes, outcomes, and facilities, by type of
organization. Figure 4 depicts a modest difference in the use of process-
related keywords between public and private organizations in the pre-
restriction period. Private organizations posted more about processes than
any other actor type prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. We also observe that
there is little change across the proportion of substantive accountability term
ratios for private and public actors between the pre- and post-restriction
periods, though there is an overall decrease in the use of these terms after
COVID-19 restrictions. Notably, there is a strong and statistically significant
(see Table A2 in Appendix 2) increase in outcomes-related keywords from
beneficiaries, suggesting that demand-side actors adjusted their accountability
messaging priorities to a greater extent than service providers.

Fourth, we employed a Structural Topic Modeling (STM) to explore the
differences in topic prevalence among nursing home providers and

a) Before | | b) After

Public

Private

Beneficiaries 1

0% 1% 2% 3% 0% 1% 2% 3%
Dictionary: Facilities . Outcomes . Processes

Figure 4. Dimensions of substantive accountability.
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a) Before [ b) After |

Topic

o
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Gamma (monthly averages)

Provider Type: Demand Side . Supply Side

Figure 5. Demand-side and supply-side topic prevalence.

beneficiary associations before and after the implementation of COVID-19
restrictions. STMs are an extension of traditional topic models like Latent
Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) but allow for the incorporation of document-
level metadata directly into the model (Roberts et al., 2014). We included
dates and actor types as prevalence covariates in the model in order to
obtain a more nuanced and context-specific understanding of how topics
differ across groups before and after COVID-19 restrictions.” Rather than
focusing on the content of the topics, we focused on their distribution
among supply side (private and public providers) and demand side (ben-
eficiaries associations) actors in the pre and post pandemic period.’

As shown in Figure 5, topic prevalence distributions in the pre-pandemic
period are roughly the same between demand and supply side actors.
Nevertheless, this thematic structure changes following restrictions, as demand-
side actors focus more on topics 3 and 4 and supply-side actors refer more to
the word-pair clusters (bigrams) in topic 1. As shown in Figure A2, the before/
after shift in the use of topics 1, 3, and 4 is statistically significant for demand-
side actors. Though there are changes in the thematic structure of supply-side
actors in the post period, these are of lower magnitude and significance. Thus,
rather than convergence between the supply and demand side of the account-
ability relationship, we observe divergence, with demand-side actors shifting
their thematic structures to a greater extent than supply-side actors.
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Discussion

This study provides evidence of important shortcomings in accountability-
related messages observed in all types of organizations involved in service
provision. Messages posted by both public and private organizations show
little concern in dealing with the general aspects of the transparency,
control, and oversight of services, as well as with substantive components
of the quality of their structures, processes, and outcomes. Accountability-
related terms account for less than 2% of all (processed) terms across the
board. Although organizations involved in providing services carry out
intensive communication campaigns on social media outlets, our study
reveals that they do not discuss general and substantive accountability
messages of these services. A possible interpretation is that organizations
involved on the supply side adopted a more defensive communication and
reputation-oriented strategy during times of crisis, particularly, one that is
unrelated to the general or substantive concerns of relatives of residents’
relatives.

In addition, the dictionary analysis showed that public organizations are
slightly more likely to use general accountability messages than private ones,
especially in non-crisis periods. Furthermore, when examining the different
dimensions of substantive accountability, we find that supply side actors
decreased their use of some substantive accountability keywords (Private/
Processes and Public/Facilities), whereas beneficiaries increased their use of
outcomes terms and significantly decreased their references to facilities fol-
lowing COVID-19 restrictions. In addition, though the number of messages
posted by nonprofit organizations is small, we find a greater increase in the use
of outcomes keywords by these organizations when compared to private for-
profits (see Table A2 and Figure Al in Appendix 2).

Furthermore, this study suggests that private organizations (both for-profit
and nonprofit) are more likely to use terms related to service processes, but
only during the pre-pandemic period. This finding is in line with a previous
study by Broms et al. (2020), who found that these actors are more likely to
perform better in aspects related to the quality of processes, such as those
focused on updating care plans. As expected, we identify that the demand side
is more likely to use terms related to the substantive elements of the services.
Before the COVID-19 outbreak, their messages concentrated on elements
related to the structures of the services (e.g., staff ratios and physical struc-
tures). After the onset of the pandemic, the messages were more aware of the
outcomes of the services.

Finally, we find that, rather than convergence, there is a divergence in the
themes addressed in messages issued by supply and demand side actors during
the crisis period. Though the topic prevalence distribution across the actors is
relatively similar in the pre-crisis, we observe a shift in the proportion of topics
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in messages by beneficiaries, suggesting that demand-side actors changed their
messaging strategies in response to the crisis whereas supply-side actors did so
to a far lesser extent. The absence of converging messages is in line with
Amirkhayan et al. (2019), who argue that blurred communication in the
sector, devoid of any substantive content, fails to engage with client prefer-
ences and negatively impacts the quality of services.

Limitations

This study has some limitations. In a recent study, Broms et al. (2021)
provided evidence of differences in service quality among different types of
private providers. Similarly, Meier et al. (2022) identified core differences
between nonprofit and for-profit organizations. Particularly, they provide
evidence of anti-for-profit sector bias, which suggests that caution should be
exercised regarding the “grouping of for-profit and nonprofit providers in
assessments of public service delivery” (Meier et al., 2022). However, in this
study, we found that nonprofit organizations posted very few messages that
refer to accountability aspects. This limited number of observations does not
allow us to provide robust results regarding the language used by nonprofit
organizations. Further analysis would be beneficial for investigating other
sources of information-sharing and the differences between for-profit and
nonprofit providers.

Furthermore, the use of dictionary analysis and STMs to assess changes in
the accountability discourse of tweets presents several limitations that warrant
consideration. Regarding the dictionary analysis, the predefined categories
may not capture the nuances specific to the context of nursing homes,
particularly during a crisis period such as the COVID-19 pandemic.
Furthermore, this approach assesses keywords without accounting for the
broader syntactic or semantic context. Nonetheless, given the inherent brevity
and focused nature of tweets, the absence of broader semantic context in our
analysis is less of a limitation than it might be in longer, more complex texts.
Additionally, the dictionaries employed were specifically designed based on
a comprehensive review of accountability theories, further mitigating the need
for broader contextual interpretation.

Similarly, topics generated by STM are probabilistic groupings based on
word co-occurrence, and their interpretation can be subjective and require
domain expertise. Furthermore, the quality of STM results is highly dependent
on external parameters, such as tokenization and the selection of parameters
such as topic number (K), which can introduce biases. To account for these
limitations, we focus on the measurable prevalence of topics (i.e. how fre-
quently a specific topic appears across all tweets), rather than attempting to
interpret their content, and select parameters based on objective fit tests (i.e.
residuals).
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While this study offers insights into the previously unexplored account-
ability language used in social media by actors involved in nursing home
services, especially during crises; subsequent studies could benefit from
a granular focus on the contributions of individual facilities as providers, as
well as exploring alternative channels of communication. Additionally, future
research should examine whether greater competition encourages providers to
communicate more about the core aspects of accountability.

Conclusion

This study investigated whether the social media messages of actors involved in
the provision of nursing home services, both private and public, incorporate
general accountability terms such as transparency, oversight, and service control.
Additionally, we examined the presence of more substantial accountability-related
messages that convey information about the quality of the structures, processes,
and outcomes of these services. As the COVID-19 outbreak has primarily affected
older adults living in these types of facilities, we examined whether accountability
messages changed during various stages of the crisis. Our analysis suggests that the
supply side of services placed low emphasis on accountability-related messages
(both general and substantive) before and after the outbreak. Moreover, public
organizations are slightly more prone to employing general accountability termi-
nology than private organizations, although not as frequently as organizations
representing beneficiaries. While further semantic analysis is necessary to delve
deeper into message meaning, our findings suggest that public organizations are
more prone to employ terms related to general accountability, such as “control,”
compared to their private counterparts. Nevertheless, the levels of attention paid
to accountability-related messages are low.

Furthermore, we investigated the convergence of messages posted by
both the demand side and the supply side of the services. The analysis
illustrated a mismatch between the messaging conveyed by the supply and
demand sides, indicating a breakdown in communication within account-
ability associations. While the organizations of residents’ relatives include
terms related to general and substantive accountability, the messages
provided by the supply side (both public and private) do not align with
these concerns. Crisis communication scholars emphasize that govern-
ment officials are more likely to prioritize communication strategies that
allow them to mitigate any potential damage to their reputations.
However, the use of this reputation strategy limits its ability to respond
effectively to the needs of the public, which may lead to a disconnection
between what the government is communicating and what the public
expects or requires during a crisis (Zhong et al., 2023). This is not
different for private organizations, as some studies argue that they are
also more likely to follow reputation-oriented strategies (Olsson, 2014).
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Consistent with these prior studies, our findings suggest that the supply
side of these services predominantly employed a reputation-based com-
munication strategy before and after the outbreak. This approach may
have led to a disconnection between messaging and the concerns of the
residents and their relatives, potentially impeding their ability to respond
effectively. This communication gap can have significant implications and
repercussions on crucial governance aspects of services that are necessary
for their sustainability and quality. These aspects include the responsive-
ness of providers, who may be perceived as distant from the concerns of
beneficiaries and the trust placed in services by beneficiaries and various
key stakeholders. Failing to engage in meaningful communication con-
cerning substantive matters may cause primary beneficiaries and stake-
holders to perceive that service providers are not delivering services with
competence, benevolence, and integrity. Hence, to strengthen account-
ability messages, risk communication should provide value to service
beneficiaries by employing transparent and trustworthy messaging
(Guidry et al.,, 2017). This is crucial because effective communication
and accountability-related messaging rely on providers’ ability to address
and engage with beneficiaries’ concerns.

Key points

e The accountability-related messages of these services had low priority
before and after the COVID-19 outbreak.

e There is a communication breakdown between beneficiaries and provi-
ders of the services.

¢ Accountability mechanisms for nursing home services should be founded
on an understanding of the service beneficiaries’ needs and expectations.

Notes

1. We also disaggregate the dictionary analysis by distinguishing between private for-profit
and nonprofit organizations, however, find a similar trend. This analysis is presented in
the Appendix (Figure Al).

2. After testing several model fits, we selected the STM parameter K at 8 topics based on the
residuals graph, where the dispersion reached a trough at this point. This suggests that an
8-topic model offers a good balance between complexity and fit to the data (see Figure
A3 in Appendix 2).

3. The breakdown of the top 10 terms (in Spanish and Catalan) by topic are available in
Figure A3 in Appendix 2.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).



44 I. PEREZ-DURAN AND A. HERNANDEZ-SANCHEZ

Funding

The work was supported by the Ministerio de Ciencia e Innovacién [PID2019-106964RA-100].

ORCID

Ixchel Pérez-Duran PhD ([ http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3665-3380

References

Abellan-Garcia, A., Aceituno-Nieto, M., Ramiro- FarifiFariilAs, D., & Castillo-Belmonte, A. B.
(2021). Estadisticas sobre residencias: distribucién de centros y plazas residenciales por
provincia. Datos de septiembre de 2020Informes Envejecimiento en Red, 27. http://envejeci
miento.csic.es/documentos/documentos/enred-estadisticasresidencias2020.pdf

Amirkhanyan, A. A. (2008). Privatizing public nursing homes: Examining the effect on quality
and access. Public Administration Review, 68(4), 665-680. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-
6210.2008.00906.x

Amirkhanyan, A. A., Cheon, O., Davis, J. A., Meier, K. J., & Wang, F. (2019). Citizen
participation and its impact on performance in U.S. Nursing Homes. The American Review
of Public Administration, 49(7), 840-854.

Amirkhanyan, A. A., Meier, K. J., O'Toole, L. J., Jr., Dakhwe, M. A., & Janzen, S. (2018).
Management and performance in US nursing homes. Journal of Public Administration
Research and Theory, 28(1), 33-49. https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/mux003

Angelelli, J., Mor, V., Intrator, O., Feng, Z., & Zinn, J. (2003). Oversight of nursing homes:
Pruning the tree or just spotting bad apples? The Gerontologist, 43(Supplement 2), 67-75.
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/43.suppl_2.67

Bernardi, F., Cozzani, M., & Zanasi, F. (2021). Social inequality and the risk of living in
a nursing home: Implications for the COVID-19 pandemic. Genus, 77(1), 9. https://doi.
org/10.1186/s41118-021-00119-5

Blomgvist, P., & Winblad, U. (2022). Contracting out welfare services: How are private
contractors held accountable? Public Management Review, 24(2), 233-254. https://doi.org/
10.1080/14719037.2020.1817530

Boin, A., Lodge, M., & Luesink, M. (2020). Learning from the COVID-19 crisis: An initial
analysis of national responses. Policy Design and Practice, 3(3), 189-204. https://doi.org/10.
1080/25741292.2020.1823670

Bovens, M. (2007). Analysing and assessing accountability. A conceptual framework. European
Law Journal, 13(4), 447-468. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0386.2007.00378.x

Brandsma, G. J., & Schillemans, T. (2013). The accountability cube: Measuring accountability.
Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 23(4), 953-975. https://doi.org/10.
1093/jopart/mus034

Broms, R., Dahlstrom, C., & Nistotskaya, M. (2020). Competition and service quality: Evidence
from Swedish residential care homes. Governance-An International Journal of Policy
Administration and Institutions, 33(3), 525-543. https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12436

Broms, R., Dahlstrom, C., & Nistotskaya, M. (2021). Provider ownership and service quality.
Evidence from Swedish residential care homes. The Quality of Government InsTitute,
Working Paper Series 7.

Comas-Herrera, A., Ashcroft, E., & Lorenz-Dant, K. (2020). International examples of mea-
sures to prevent and manage COVID-19 outbreaks in residential care and nursing home


http://envejecimiento.csic.es/documentos/documentos/enred-estadisticasresidencias2020.pdf
http://envejecimiento.csic.es/documentos/documentos/enred-estadisticasresidencias2020.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2008.00906.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2008.00906.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/mux003
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/43.suppl_2.67
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/43.suppl_2.67
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41118-021-00119-5
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41118-021-00119-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2020.1817530
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2020.1817530
https://doi.org/10.1080/25741292.2020.1823670
https://doi.org/10.1080/25741292.2020.1823670
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0386.2007.00378.x
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/mus034
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/mus034
https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12436

JOURNAL OF AGING & SOCIAL POLICY 45

settings. In Report, LTCcovid.Org, international long-term care policy network. CPEC-
LSE, 11 May 2020.

Comondore, V. R., Devereaux, P. J., Zhou, Q., Stone, S. B., Busse, J. W., Ravindran, N. C,,
Burns, K. E., Haines, T., Stringer, B., Cook, D. J., Walter, S. D., Sullivan, T., Berwanger, O.,
Bhandari, M., Banglawala, S., Lavis, J. N., Petrisor, B., Schunemann, H. ... Bhatnagar, N.
(2009). Quality of care in for-profit and not-for-profit nursing homes: Systematic review and
meta-analysis. BM]J, 339(aug04 2), b2732. https://doi.org/10.1136/bm;j.b2732

Daly, M., Le6n, M., Pfau-Effinger, B., Ranci, C., & Rostgaard, T. (2022). COVID-19 and
policies for care homes in the first wave of the pandemic in European welfare states: Too
little, too late? Journal of European Social Policy, 32(1), 48-59. https://doi.org/10.1177/
09589287211055672

Donabedian, A. (1988). The quality of care. How can it be assessed? Journal of the American
Medical  Association,  260(12), 1743-1748.  https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.1988.
03410120089033

Du Moulin, M. F. M. T., van Haastregt, J. C. M., & Hamers, J. P. H. (2010). Monitoring quality
of care in nursing homes and making information available for the general public: State of
the art. Patient Education and Counseling, 78(3), 288-296. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pec.
2010.01.008

Falkheimer, J., & Heide, M. (2010). Crisis communicators in change: From plans to improvisa-
tions. In W. T. Coombs & S. J. Holladay (Eds.), The handbook of crisis communication (pp.
511-526). Wiley-Blackwell.

Guidry, J. P. D, Jin, Y., Orr, C. A., Messner, M., & Meganck, S. (2017). Ebola on Instagram and
Twitter: How health organizations address the health crisis in their social media
engagement. Public Relations Review, 43(3), 477-486. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.
2017.04.009

Hado, E., & Feinberg, L. F. (2020). Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, meaningful communica-
tion between family caregivers and residents of long-term care facilities is imperative.
Journal of Aging & Social Policy, 32(4-5), 410-415. https://doi.org/10.1080/08959420.2020.
1765684

Kosack, S., & Fung, A. (2014). Does transparency improve governance? Annual Review of
Political Science, 17(1), 65-87. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-032210-144356

Meier, K. J., Song, M., Davis, J. A., & Amirkhanyan, A. A. (2022). Sector bias and the credibility
of performance information: An experimental study of elder care provision. Public
Administration Review, 82(1), 69-82. https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.13425

Olsson, E.-K. (2014). Dimensions of crisis communication revisited. Journal of Contingencies
and Crisis Management, 22(2), 113-125. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-5973.12047

Ranci, C., & Pavolini, E. (2015). Not all that glitters is gold: Long-term care reforms in the last
two decades in europe. Journal of European Social Policy, 25(3), 270-285. https://doi.org/10.
1177/0958928715588704

Roberts, M. E., Stewart, B. M., Tingley, D., Lucas, C., Leder-Luis, J., Gadarian, S. K.,
Albertson, B., & Rand, D. G. (2014). Structural topic models for open-ended survey
responses. American Journal of Political Science, 58(4), 1064-1082. https://doi.org/10.1111/
ajps.12103

Saliba, D., & Schnelle, J. F. (2002). Indicators of the quality of nursing home residential care.
Journal of the American Geriatrics Society, 50(8), 1421-1430. https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1532-
5415.2002.50366.x

Schneider, A., & Ingram, H. (1993). Social construction of target populations: Implications for
politics and policy. The American Political Science Review, 87(2), 334-347. https://doi.org/
10.2307/2939044


https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.b2732
https://doi.org/10.1177/09589287211055672
https://doi.org/10.1177/09589287211055672
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.1988.03410120089033
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.1988.03410120089033
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pec.2010.01.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pec.2010.01.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2017.04.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pubrev.2017.04.009
https://doi.org/10.1080/08959420.2020.1765684
https://doi.org/10.1080/08959420.2020.1765684
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-032210-144356
https://doi.org/10.1111/puar.13425
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-5973.12047
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928715588704
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928715588704
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12103
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12103
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1532-5415.2002.50366.x
https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1532-5415.2002.50366.x
https://doi.org/10.2307/2939044
https://doi.org/10.2307/2939044

46 I. PEREZ-DURAN AND A. HERNANDEZ-SANCHEZ

Song, M. (2022). Market competition and regulatory compliance in public, nonprofit, and
for-profit organizations. Public Management Review, 25(10), 1982-2002. Online early access.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2022.2055774

Szebehely, M., & Meagher, G. (2018). Nordic eldercare — weak universalism becoming weaker?
Journal of European Social Policy, 28(3), 294-308. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0958928717735062

Zhong, W., Hu, Q., & Kapucu, N. (2023). Robust crisis communication in turbulent times:
Conceptualization and empirical evidence from the United States. Public Administration,
101(1), 158-181. https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12855


https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2022.2055774
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2022.2055774
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928717735062
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928717735062
https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12855

	Abstract
	Introduction
	General and substantive accountability messages
	General accountability
	Substantive accountability messages: information-sharing about the processes, the structures and the outputs of nursing home services
	Theoretical expectations regarding accountability messages issued by the supply side: the expectation on general accountability
	Expectation on substantive accountability
	Theoretical expectation on accountability messages issued by the demand side
	Convergence of the messages issued by the demand side and the supply side in times of crisis

	Methods
	Results
	Discussion
	Limitations

	Conclusion
	Key points
	Notes
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	ORCID
	References

