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Social Media for Emergency 
Managers 

Some Thoughts on Strategy

f you’ve been paying attention over 

the past few weeks, you’ll have 

noticed that social media has been 

creating a buzz in the emergency 

management community. As an 

emergency manager, I’m extremely 

interested in any tool that can help 

with crisis communications.  

Like most of my colleagues, I’m not a 

particular fan of social media and for 

a long time, I thought (or hoped) that 

it was merely another passing fad. 

I totally missed the point of social 

media. 

What is Social Media? 
It’s interesting that so much 

discussion is taking place around a 

concept that no one can fully define. 

There are multiple definitions of 

“social media” available on the web 

and no two are in total agreement 

about what it all means.  

There are some points that we can all 

agree on, though, and I think they are 

important to us as emergency 

managers. 

First, social media is not about the 

message or the technology – it’s 

about building virtual communities. In 

any community there will be information 

that everyone wants to know and 

information that is only of interest to a 

few people. The important thing is the 

freedom to incorporate both of these 

viewpoints in the same system. 

Secondly, social media is ultimately 

about dialog and this is where it departs 

from our traditional methods of 

communication. With social media, there 

is an expectation that the posting of 

information initiates a dialog, a two-way 

communication between the poster and 

the reader. 

For example, readers of my blog, Canton 

on Emergency Management, have the 

choice to just read the article I have 

written or to post a reply that can agree 

or disagree with the article, ask a 

question, or provide additional 

information. I then can provide a 

response. 

It is this two-way communication that 

provides the real power in social media. 

It allows for us as emergency managers 

to simultaneously disseminate and 

gather information and provides an 

opportunity for us to engage the 

community. 

I 

http://freeresources.luciencanton.com/
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Increased Public Expectation 
A recent survey by the American Red Cross, Social 

Media in Disasters and Emergencies, highlights 

how social media is changing the public’s 

expectation for crisis communications. 

Among the survey’s findings was that nearly three 

in four of those surveyed participated in at least 

one online community or social network and that 

over 82% participated in social media at least 

once a week. Almost half of the respondents 

participated in social media every day or nearly 

every day. 

Another interesting statistic is that 16% of the 

respondents had used social media to obtain 

information about an emergency and about 50% 

would be willing to sign up to receive emergency 

information and to mention emergencies on their 

social networks. 

This last statistic is of particular interest to those 

of us involved in the collection of disaster 

intelligence. In last month’s newsletter, I 

mentioned how information posted to social 

media could be collected through the Ushahidi 

software program to construct a graphic situation 

map. 

The Red Cross survey also suggests that there is a 

growing public expectation that emergency 

services will both monitor and respond to 

information posted to social media sites – 69% of 

the respondents said that public safety agencies 

should monitor and respond to postings. Three 

out of four respondents felt that a response 

should occur within an hour. 

The findings of the Red Cross survey suggest that 

social media is an effective means of crisis 

communications and that there is a growing 

expectation on the part of the public that 

emergency services agencies will integrate social 

media into crisis communications. 

Need for New Approach 
The increasing use of social media and the 

growing public expectation that emergency 

services should be accessible via the web 

requires a rethinking of crisis communications 

on the part of the emergency management 

community. 

Traditionally, we have been providers of 

information. Despite our best efforts to be 

accessible with our information, it has still been 

a one-way flow that requires action on the part 

of the recipient. That is, to receive our 

information, a recipient has to call, visit a 

website, sign up on a list, etc. As technology has 

improved, we’ve been making this simpler to 

do, but it’s still a one-way communications 

flow. 

However, as I’ve noted, social media is about 

two-way communications. It requires us to 

Figure 1 Oil Spill crisis map constructed with Ushahidi 
software program. 

http://www.redcross.org/www-files/Documents/pdf/other/SocialMediaSlideDeck.pdf
http://www.redcross.org/www-files/Documents/pdf/other/SocialMediaSlideDeck.pdf
http://www.ushahidi.com/
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change not only how we provide information 

but how we think. It also involves risk – if you 

ask a person what they think, they just might 

tell you and you may not like the answer. 

Traditionally, we have limited who in our 

organizations provide information. There are 

valid reasons for doing this and I’m not 

suggesting we eliminate the vetting of sensitive 

information. However, most of the information 

we provide is not sensitive and would lend itself 

well to dissemination through social media. To 

do so effectively means that we must empower 

members of our organizations as sources of 

interaction with the public. A single public 

information officer cannot be the source of a 

social media campaign – it needs broad level 

support from multiple members of your 

organization serving as a virtual community. 

This is not easy. It requires that we provide 

guidance but then must trust our colleagues 

with implementation. In addition “official” 

sources of information, we must be willing to 

accept multiple unofficial sources in the form of 

blogs and memberships in social media groups. 

To be effective, everyone in the organization 

needs to collaborate and have a single message. 

It also means that senior management has to be 

willing to support change. 

Developing a Social Media Strategy 
Because of the need for internal collaboration, 

social media cannot be something that “just 

happens” in your organization. You need to 

develop a strategy, just as you would for any 

media campaign. 

In December 2009, the State of North Carolina 

issued a guidance document, Best Practices for 

Social Media Usage in North Carolina that 

establishes the ground rules for the use of 

social media in state agencies. The guidelines 

discuss issues such as personal versus official 

sites, security, approvals of official sites, etc. 

Establishing a clear policy is the first step in 

developing an effective social media strategy. 

Developing a social media strategy is a matter 

of common sense and the questions to be 

considered are the basic ones we would ask in 

any media campaign: 

1. Who is our target audience? 

2. What is our message? 

3. Why use social media? 

4. What combination of social media tools 

is best for our purposes? 

5. Short or long term campaign? 

6. How will we encourage participation? 

7. How will we maintain our social media 

presence? 

8. How will we measure success? 

The difference between social media and a 

standard media campaign is in the 

implementation. Unlike our traditional 

approach to providing information, we cannot 

just schedule a release and then measure 

results. A social media campaign has to be 

dynamic. It is in many ways shaped by the 

community it serves and must be highly 

adaptable in responding to comments and 

suggestions from that community.  

This is particularly true during a crisis. Failing to 

provide timely, accurate information via your 

social media sites can exacerbate an already 

bad situation. This need for accurate 

information is similar to what we see in 

traditional media operations. The difference is 

the speed by which rumors and half-truths can 

be spread via social media sites. In social media 

campaigns, you reaction time is measured in 

minutes and hours rather than in days. 

http://www.records.ncdcr.gov/guides/best_practices_socialmedia_usage_20091217.pdf
http://www.records.ncdcr.gov/guides/best_practices_socialmedia_usage_20091217.pdf
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A Response Tool? 
So far we have been treating social media as we 

would a media campaign. A second 

consideration that we will eventually need to 

come to terms with is the use of social media as 

a means of requesting emergency services. 

We’ve already seen this taking place. There was 

the fairly well publicized incident in 2009 in 

Australia where two girls trapped in a drain pipe 

obtained help by updating their Facebook 

Profile rather than calling emergency services 

directly. There is also anecdotal evidence of 

people being rescued in Haiti through social 

media. 

The use of social media to obtain help is a 

phenomenon that is growing, partly as a 

product of a younger generation that is more 

technologically savvy and more prone to use 

portable electronic devices. 

However, this does present problems for those 

who dispatch emergency services. How do you 

monitor official social media sites and separate 

normal traffic from requests for help? How do 

we verify locations? 

Interestingly enough, some of these issues are 

similar to the ones that raised concerns when 

cellular phones began to supplant landlines. 

They are essentially technological issues that 

can be solved eventually.  For example, 

Facebook just announced the capability to 

display your location when sending a message, 

an application that would certainly be useful in 

requesting help. Google Maps is offering a 

similar application for smart phones. 

Ultimately, it may not be so much a question of 

technology as it is our ability to either adapt 

existing processes or develop new ones for 

integrating social media into response systems. 

The concern for us as emergency managers is 

that technology always outstrips policies and 

procedures. Social media is clearly not going 

away. Its use is increasing exponentially and 

there is a growing expectation on the part of 

the public that we will be part of that growth. 

The real issue is, do we lag behind or do we 

embrace social media and add it to our tool kit 

for crisis communications?   

http://www.abc.net.au/news/stories/2009/09/07/2678945.htm
http://blog.facebook.com/blog.php?post=418175202130

