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We conventionally think of international organizations like the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) as acting above sovereign states. In an era in which countries are cooperating less and
squabbling more, trying to be impartial can prove difficult in practice. We have recently seen
this play out in how the IMF surveils member countries. This surveillance takes the form of
annual reports detailing how each country’s economy is doing, diagnosing potential
challenges and offering advice.

Some of the IMF’s recent day-to-day surveillance work raises an important digital diplomacy
challenge. Two recent cases involving the U.S. underscore the IMF’s problem of using its
knowledge to contribute to policy debates while remaining removed from them. This limits the
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effectiveness of the Fund’s digital diplomacy, as tweets about this work essentially bury the
lede. At a time in which the Fund is studying how to increase the traction of its surveillance
work, this is notable, as the very nature of the Fund as an international organization limits its
ability to gain this traction.

In one recent example, a study developed by Fund economists on the effects of the Trump tax
cuts on business investment in the U.S. found that the reason why business investment in the
U.S. is increasing has everything to do with increased domestic demand. The tax cuts,
originally touted as essential to boosting investment, have not had their desired effect. This
working paper was released in May of this year, and a blog post about the paper came out
this week on the IMF’s website. Both are referenced in news coverage by the Los Angeles
Times and Bloomberg.

The Fund’s use of social media is more an additional tool
rather than a technology that changes relationships
between the Fund and member countries.

In another example, the Fund’s recent review of the Chinese economy came out just as the
White House accused the Chinese government of currency manipulation. This charge has
been roundly criticized from the economics community as lacking a strong basis in fact. The
Fund’s recent assessment of China’s exchange rate concurred, finding that China’s currency
has been largely stable in recent months.

The important thing to know in both cases is that one would not learn either of these things
solely by reading the Fund’s tweets on surveillance of the U.S. and China. In neither case
were the findings of the surveillance reports framed as “gotcha moments” that would attract
media attention, much less retweets. The working paper on tax reform was a supporting
document for the surveillance review, and it was not tweeted about by the Fund until the blog
post was created. News coverage of the IMF view on China’s currency in framed the issue as
the IMF rejecting the White House’s interpretation, but there is nothing in the IMF’s tweets
about China, much less the report, that spell this out in this fashion.

There are sensible reasons for this. Each surveillance report is a lengthy document of more
than 90 pages, and the IMF will only send out a few tweets on each report (two tweets in the
U.S. case and three tweets in the case of China). This means that the main points of each
report attract the attention of the Fund’s communications team. It is also the case that the
language that the Fund uses is designed to avoid controversy. The one tweet sent out about
the tax reform blog post does not even mention the Trump tax reform, instead posing a
guestion of whether lower capital costs produce greater investment.

This is an important consideration for the IMF’s digital diplomacy moving forward. The process
of surveillance has always been a dialogue between member country governments and the
Fund. The key to the Fund’s influence is based on expertise. While the IMF can be critical of
member countries (it routinely refers to the U.S. budget deficit as “unsustainable”) that
criticism is couched in diplomatic language. While the use of social media by international
organizations creates the potential for altering the relationship between the Fund and its
member states, the original template for surveillance limits the impact of social media. More
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sharply worded tweets stating clear opposition to U.S. policy might go viral, but they will not
advance the Fund’s mission.

In the coming year, the Fund will be evaluating surveillance with a mind to increasing its
traction. My published research suggests that this task will be easier said than done. The
Fund’s use of social media is more an additional tool rather than a technology that changes
relationships between the Fund and member countries. Rather than being transformative, the
Fund’s Twitter diplomacy reflects how surveillance was originally conceived in a pre-digital
world.
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