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Crisis Communications 

Three factors that influence trust

he Internet is the gateway to an 

almost infinite amount of 

information. Unfortunately, a lot 

of it is just false, misleading, distorted 

or just plain bad. We readily 

acknowledge this and accept it as part 

of the trade off for having a 

completely open system. We also 

comfort ourselves with the thought 

that the Internet is somehow self -

correcting and that eventually the 

truth will emerge. 

If you truly believe this, I will be 

happy to sell you part of my interest 

in the Golden Gate Bridge. 

While there is a certain amount of 

truth to the self-corrective nature of 

the Internet, the fact is that the 

decision of what to believe is made by 

people and human nature isn’t always 

rational. I am constantly amazed at 

the willingness of otherwise 

intelligent people to believe the most 

outlandish half-truths or falsehoods 

from cyberspace. 

What do you believe? 
I recently received two pieces of 

information from friends. The first 

was an email containing pictures of a 

supposed joint raid by federal agents 

on a major drug dealer arms cache. 

The text claimed that a major war was 

occurring along our borders and that 

serious incidents like this were going 

unreported in the mainstream media. 

The second piece of information was 

posted on Facebook and told the heart-

rending story of rescuers in Japan 

finding a mother who had sacrificed 

herself for to save her child by covering 

the infant with her body as her home 

collapsed around her. Her cell phone, 

with a touching message to the child, 

was found beside her. 

Neither piece of information was 

accurate, as I was able to verify in less 

than a minute in each case.  

The raid did indeed take place but it 

was conducted by the Mexican army 

two years ago and took place deep 

inside Mexico, nowhere near the 

border. US agencies were not involved 

and the incident was reported by the 

US media. The giveaway was in the 

photos – the weapons and uniforms of 

the agents didn’t look familiar. 

The photo accompanying the story of 

the mother and child didn’t match up 

either. The article spoke of a live infant 

rescued from a collapsed structure. The 

photo showed workers in a sandpit and 
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the child was neither an infant nor was it alive. 

The photo was actually from a rescue in China 

following the 2008 earthquake. The story 

originated with an article in a Chinese 

newspaper about earthquake survivors and 

cannot be verified. 

Why do you believe? 
If it is so easy to debunk these false reports, 

why did my friends choose to pass them on?  

People seem to be predisposed to believe 

stories that tie in with their beliefs. In the case 

of the Mexican raid, the friend that passed it on 

is a conservative Army buddy who is distrustful 

of the government and the current 

administration. The friend who sent me the 

disaster story is an emergency management 

professional with a soft heart. Each story 

resonated with my friends’ individual beliefs. 

Another common factor is the source of the 

information. Each of my friends received the 

information from other friends who shared 

their views and beliefs. There is a tendency to 

trust information without verification if we 

receive it from our friends and colleagues. 

One of the interesting phenomenon that has 

been documented is the tendency for people to 

seek verification of information when they 

receiving a warning from the government. 

Frankly, they just don’t trust the source and 

look for other sources that agree or disagree 

with the information. The most common 

reaction is to call a friend. In the case of these 

messages, there was no incentive to verify the 

information because it was already received 

from a source that the recipients trusted. 

These three factors seem to be present in 

miscommunications outside cyberspace as well. 

NBC recently fired a producer for editing a 

recording of the police call related to the 

Trayvon Martin shooting in Florida. The edited 

version that aired on NBC had the 

neighborhood watch volunteer, George 

Zimmerman, saying, “This guy looks like he’s up 

to no good. He’s looks black.” This remark, with 

its clear overtones of racial profiling, did much 

to incite the public demands for a more 

thorough investigation of the shooting and to 

cast Zimmerman as a racist. 

However, the producer edited out a crucial part 

of the conversation. After Zimmerman makes 

his statement about Martin looking “like he’s up 

to no good,” the dispatcher requests more 

information on the suspect and specifically asks 

if he is black, white or Hispanic, to which 

Zimmerman replies, “He looks black.” 

Why were so many people so quick to believe 

the edited version?  

1. Predisposition to believe the report – there 

were many people who already believed 

that the shooting had been racially 

motivated. This confirmed what they 

already believed. 

2. Trusted source – people believed that they 

were listening to an unedited recording 

because it was being aired by NBC, a major 

news network. 

3. Failure to seek verification – since NBC was 

trusted and the recording believed to be 

unedited, listeners saw no reason to seek 

more facts. 

The lesson here is obvious. People believe those 

they trust. This is the reason why building a 

level of trust before a crisis is so important. 

Absent that trust, you’re just one of many 

possible sources of information.  


