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ABSTRACT

This dissertation examined how seven federal agencies utilized Twitter during a
major natural disaster, Hurricane Sandy. Data collected included tweets between October
26-31, 2012 via TweetTracker, as well as federal social media policy doctrines and elite
interviews, to discern patterns in the guidance provided to federal public information
officers (P1Os). While scholarly research cites successful local and state government
efforts utilizing social media to improve response efforts in a two-way communications
interaction, no substantive research addresses social media’s role in crisis response
capabilities at the federal level.

This study contributes to the literature in three ways: it focuses solely on the use
of social media by federal agencies in a crisis setting; it illuminates policy directives that
often hamper federal crisis communication response efforts; and it suggests a proposed
model that channels the flow of social media content for PIOs. This is especially
important to the safety of the nation moving forward, since crises have increased.
Additionally, Twitter was adopted only recently as an official communications tool in
2013. Prior to 2013, social media was applied informally and inconsistently.

The findings of this study reveal a reliance upon a one-way, passive
communication approach in social media federal policy directives, as well as vague
guidelines in existing crisis communications models. Both dimensions are counter to risk
management and crisis communication research, which embrace two-way interactivity
with audiences and specific messaging that bolsters community engagement, which are
vital to the role of the PIO. The resulting model enables the PIO to provide relevant

information to key internal agencies and external audiences in response to a future crisis.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

According to a 2011 Congressional Research Service (CRS) report, major
national disasters will continue to increase in the United States. Between 2000 and 2009,
an average of 64 national disaster declarations were issued in the United States compared
to 46 the previous decade (Congressional Research Service Report, Stafford Act
Declarations 1953-2011: Trends and Analyses, and Implications for Congress, August
13,2010, p. 1). As the nation continues to face an uptick in crises and disasters, there has
also been a surge in the public’s use of technology, specifically social media, to seek and
share information about these events (Lantonero & Shklovski, 2001; Spence et al., 2015).

National emergencies such as terrorist threats, environmental hazards, chemical
spills, mass shootings, and manmade and natural disasters trigger action by the federal
government as legislated by the United States Congress. Congress plays a critical role in
responding to as well as preventing, preparing, and mitigating damages these events
cause. The federal government has been granted authority in such matters through the
Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency Act (amended in 2013), which outlines
the government’s role and responsibilities in the act’s opening declaration:

The Congress hereby finds and declares that

(1) because disasters often cause loss of life, human suffering, loss of income,
and property loss and damage; and

(2) because disasters often disrupt the normal functioning of governments and
communities, and adversely affect individuals and families with great severity;
special measures, designed to assist the efforts of the affected States in expediting
the rendering of aid, assistance, and emergency services, and the reconstruction
and rehabilitation of devastated areas, are necessary



(3) itis the intent of the Congress, by this Act, to provide an orderly and
continuing means of assistance by the Federal Government to State and local
governments in carrying out their responsibilities to alleviate the suffering and
damage which result from such disasters. (Sec. 101)

This legislation has provided direction to federal agencies and supplied the
legislative intent to support policy directives for the Department of Homeland Security
(DHS) and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). Examples of relevant
policy directives that reflect the organization and systems of the U.S. response efforts are
the National Incident Management System (NIMS), Incident Command System (ICS),
National Response Framework (NRF); and the positions that officials hold to enact this
network are titled under names such as Emergency Support Function (ESF), Emergency
Manager (EM) and Incident Command Officer (IC). Although this network has been
designed for incidents that require a federal government response, this network is also
reflected and integrated into the organization of state and local emergency management
units. Therefore, when federal government response support is necessary, officials at all
levels of government are able to respond in a unified manner, termed “unity of effort.”
The policy directives that guide this network have been applied to and revised as a result
of recent incidents, including Hurricane Katrina, the Joplin, Missouri tornadoes, BP
Deepwater Horizon oil spill, and the Boston Marathon bombings.

Given the breadth and depth of authority of the federal government as declared by
the U.S. Congress via the Stafford Act, it is relevant to investigate the crisis
communication response strategies and specific forms of social media that the public

relies upon during a crisis as established in research studies. In addition, research

incorporating federal policy directives addressing social media is equally relevant in



regards to future scholarly research and execution by government crisis communication
professionals.

Chapter 1 introduces and summarizes key scholarly and professional
contributions to crisis communication research in the areas of organizational use of social
media during a crisis, government use of social media during a crisis, government social
media policy directives, and crisis communication models that attempt to aid
communication professionals in understanding the flow of information during a crisis
event.

Use of Social Media during Crisis: Private and Nonprofit Organizations

Scholars assert that Twitter is most often integrated into crisis plans for
organizations by crisis communication professionals (Waters & Williams, 2011).
Advances in technology have transformed how crisis communication professionals and
researchers view, construct, and disseminate information to affected communities during
crisis events (Veil, Buehner & Palenchar, 2011). Specifically, microblogs have received
increased attention in the field of crisis and communication primarily due to the real-time
capabilities of the platforms (Sreenivasan, Lee & Goh, 2011).

Waters and Jamal (2011) explored private and nonprofit organizations’ use of
Twitter during crisis events in the context of the four models of public relations: press
agentry, public information, two-way asymmetrical, and two-way symmetrical, as
detailed by Grunig and Hunt (1984) and expanded upon in Grunig and Grunig’s (1994)
proposed Excellence Theory of public relations. The authors, and other crisis scholars
discussed in Chapter 2, found that private and nonprofit organizations alike use Twitter as

defined by the one-way asymmetrical model of public relations, which is identified when
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the balance of communication is tipped toward one party or a monologue or
dissemination of information (Grunig & Grunig, 1994).
Use of Social Media during Crisis: Government Organizations

Audience usage of social media during a crisis event has been a prevalent topic in
crisis communications research studies, even those that included investigations of
government use of social media primarily focused on how the public used social media
messages (Alexander, 2014; Chatfield, Scholl & Brajawidagda, 2014; Hughes & Palen,
2009; Sutton et al., 2014). Emerging research studies have examined how government
EMs and Public Information Officers (PIOs) used social media during a crisis event at the
local or state level of government, and have documented the challenges encountered in
attempts to integrate social media into the crisis communication portion of response
plans. These challenges include lack of training and clearly defined social media
guidelines (Alexander, 2014; Houston et al., 2014; Laterno & Shlovski, 2011; Liu, 2009;
St. Denis, Palen & Anderson, 2014; Sutton et al., 2014). In a study of local government
emergency responders in Colorado, St. Denis et al. (2014) found that “technical skill and
PIO experience” are critical in “crafting emergency tweet text” (p. 741) and that the team
of Colorado emergency responders are in the “minority” (p. 745) in the emergency
response community charged with integrating social media into local response efforts.

Other studies of government use of social media during a crisis have broadly
applied the term “government” and collapsed all levels of government into one category
to conduct a generic analysis of social media data. In FEMA and the Rhetoric of
Redemption: New Directions in Crisis Communication Models for Government Agencies,
Avery and Lariscy (2012) cited FEMA as a federal government organization that “is

4



crisis” (p. 330). However, the authors failed to elaborate on any government policies or
directives pertaining to this organization, nor did the study outline FEMA’s role in
shaping crisis communication strategies and response efforts.

In the wake of emerging research studies about government use of social media
during crisis events, there appears a “rare” (Lantonero & Shklovski, 2001, p. 3)
discussion about the specific use of Twitter by government organizations during crises.
Equally lacking is a study of the content of disaster communication messages (Waters &
Jamal, 2011).
A Case for Investigation: Hurricane Sandy

On October 30, 2012, Hurricane Sandy was officially declared a major disaster in
Connecticut. Emergency and major disaster declarations are made at the discretion of the
President of the United States at the request of the Governor (The Stafford Act, 42 U.S.C.
§§ 5121-5207 §401). This was the first of 11 state Hurricane Sandy declarations made on
that day across the eastern portion of the United States.

Hurricane Sandy was the second-largest Atlantic storm on record that affected the
East Coast of the United States from Florida to Maine, as well as inland areas as far as
West Virginia, Ohio, and Indiana (FEMA, Hurricane Sandy After-Action Report, p. 3).
Hurricane Sandy made landfall on October 29 bringing heavy rainfall, strong winds, and
storm surges. As a result, federal disaster declarations were made in 24 U.S. states. The
death toll exceeded 100, and storm-related damages exceeded $50 billion (Gupta, Lamba,
Kumaraguru & Joshi, 2013). IHS Global Insight, an economic forecasting firm serving
government and nongovernment organizations, documented that Hurricane Sandy was

one of the costliest natural disasters on record in the United States. FEMA coordinated
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the agency’s largest personnel deployment in history (FEMA, Hurricane Sandy After-
Action Report, p. 3).

A media summary of Hurricane Sandy outlined in the DHS 2013 revised policy
directives for ESF 15 stated that 15 staff members were supporting the social media
operation. The mission of the ESF 15 was to support various units in order to provide
“accurate, coordinated, and timely information to affected audiences, including
governments, media, the private sector, and the local populace” (DHS ESF SOP 15,
2013, p. 8). One of the key components of the ESF 15 is the Public Affairs/Joint
Information Center (JIC). The JIC ensures the “coordination and timely release of
incident-related prevention, preparedness, response, recovery, and mitigation information
to the public” (DHS ESF 15 SOP, 2013, p. 9).

Federal Government Social Media Policy Directives

In 2011, a CRS report documented that the use of social media in emergency and
disaster efforts coordinated at state and local levels of government “spurred the interest of
Congress” (Lindsay, 2011, p. 1) to discuss how social media may be used to improve
federal response communication capabilities. According to public policy scholars,
“shocks” (Pump, 2011, p. 2) outside of an organizational system can lead organizations
into a policy making “frenzy” to implement policy changes that “catch up” (May, Jochim
& Sapotichne, 2011, p. 286) to the new demands. In Beyond Metaphors: New Research
on Agendas in the Policy Process, Barry Pump (2011) cited Hurricane Katrina as one
example of a disrupting event that led to policy changes. United States Homeland
Security Presidential Declarations represent legislative triggers that initiate policy

changes in federal government agencies such as the DHS and the FEMA. These federal
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disaster policy directives were revised in response to September 11, 2001 as well as other
major incidents between 2005 and 2012, such as Hurricane Katrina and the BP
Deepwater Horizon oil spill. These disaster policies include, but are not limited to, the
National Preparedness Goal, the National Disaster Recovery Framework, the Whole
Community Approach, and the DHS Standard Operating Procedures for Emergency
Support Function 15 (DHS ESF 15). In summary:

Complex 21st century threats, exemplified by the horrific events of September

11th, 2001, demand that all Americans share responsibility for homeland security.

All levels of government, the private sector, and non-governmental agencies must

be prepared to prevent, protect against, respond to, and recover from a wide

spectrum of major events that exceed the capabilities of any single entity. These
hazards require a unified and coordinated national approach to planning and to
domestic incident management. To address this need, Homeland Security

Presidential Directive 5: Management of Domestic Incidents (HSPD-5) and

Homeland Security Presidential Directive 8: National Preparedness (HSPD-8)

establish national initiatives that develop a common approach to preparedness and

response. The initiatives are the National Incident Management System (NIMS),
the National Response Plan (NRP), and the National Preparedness Goal (the

Goal). (DHS Fact Sheet, HSPD-8, 2013)

For purposes of this study, the DHS Standard Operating Procedure for ESF 15,
specifically, the social media annex, was used because it outlined the internal and
external crisis communications roles and responsibilities that include the Joint
Information Center (JIC). Overall, this specialized crisis communications unit is
responsible for activating, coordinating, and implementing all strategic communications
planning, including social media, for a crisis incident. The training module for ESF 15
emphasizes that these policies and guidelines apply at all local, state, and federal

government levels. The guiding principle of the ESF 15 is “maximum disclosure with

minimum delay” (DHS ESF 15 SOP, 2013, p. 8).



In essence, the ESF 15, under the direction of the DHS Assistant Secretary of
External Affairs, works in coordination with all positions in leadership during a crisis to
coordinate internal and external communications:

Upon activation of ESF #15 by the Department of Homeland Security (DHS)

Assistant Secretary for Public Affairs, Federal external affairs resources will be

employed to conduct sustained operations in support of the Federal Coordinating

Officer (FCO), and Unified Coordination Group (UCG) during an incident

requiring a coordinated Federal response in order to provide accurate,

coordinated, and timely information to affected audiences, including

governments, media, the private sector, and the local populace. (DHS, SOP, 2013,
pp- 8-9).

Alexander (2014) urged that social media should be fully integrated into the “pre-
existing system of emergency management” (p. 730), such as the ESF 15 structure
described in this section. He predicted that the rapid changes in social media make social
media integration into the government system “inevitable” (Alexander, 2014, p. 730).

This section outlined the federal government communication entities and systems
utilized for crisis response. It also highlighted gaps in the scholarly literature on crisis
communication and social media that have investigated the federal government’s use of
the platform, but remains silent on the actual policy directives that guide social media
use. Instead, studies focused on audience use or created a broad catch-all category for
government that did not differentiate the agencies within the federal government—the
highest level and potentially the government’s most potent use of social media in a crisis.

However, a growing number of research studies have emerged around the use of
social media by local and state emergency response units. All have recommended crisis
communication frameworks (Coombs, 1995; Hughes & Palen, 2012; Jin & Liu, 2010).

Many of these studies call for a full-government approach and integration of social media



into response efforts beginning at the highest level: the federal government (Chatfield et
al., 2014; Houston et al., 2014; Merchant, Elmer & Lurie, 2011; St. Denis et al., 2014).
Federal Government Crisis Communication Frameworks

Scholarly research confirms that existing public relations and communication
models fail to capture adequately the importance of government communication (Garnett,
1992; Garnett & Kouzmin, 1997; Graber, 2003; Houston et al., 2014). In terms of federal
government crisis communication, the gap widens. Although scholars assert that a greater
understanding of existing federal government communications systems would allow for
improved accuracy in developing and proposing a framework for government
communication (Alexander, 2014; Liu & Horsley, 2007), research conducted by Liu and
Horsley (2007) does not include crisis communication in their study of government
communication.

There are theories specific to crisis communication. For instance, Coombs (1995)
developed the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT), and Jin and Liu (2010)
created Social-Mediated Crisis Communication (SMCC). Unfortunately, while both are
audience-based frameworks, they fail to address crisis communication from the
organizational perspective.

In 2012, Hughes and Palen offered a crisis communication model designed with
considerations for government and inclusions of references to the JIC and NIMS
structure. However, the model positioned PIOs as separate from the media and the public.
This model reinforced the concept that the public, enabled by technology, has the ability
to provide information to both the traditional media and P1Os, placing it squarely among

the audience-based models. Although this research study is among one of the first to
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acknowledge the current system of emergency management, the National Incident
Management System (NIMS) and the Joint Information Center (JIC) that PIOs operate
within, the framework fails to offer direction for the development of crisis messaging.
Furthermore, it does not capture the formality of the government system and its policies
that influence crisis communication.

Methodological Approach

The primary research questions of this dissertation fall within the context of
qualitative research and focus on the use of social media during disasters by federal
officials through the lens of Hurricane Sandy. “Qualitative implies an emphasis on the
qualities of entities and on processes and meanings that are not experimentally examined
or measured (if measured at all) in terms of quantity, amount, intensity or frequency”
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 8).

The methodology embraces grounded theory and, due to the nature of this
approach, its emergent processes in which the researcher uses the patterns, themes, and
tones obtained from the data for developing and finding a theory in the process of the
research (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005). Grounded theory has a particular purpose; which is to
“move beyond description” (Creswell, 2007, p. 62) so that the researcher can “generate”
and “discover” a theory inductively. This dissertation also employed triangulation to
examine multiple sources of data (Farmer, Robinson, Elliott & Eyles, 2006), which
comprised the data under study for the bases of theory development. This study was
designed to discern patterns that emerged from an examination of three data points: crisis

tweet data, federal government crisis social media policy documents, and elite interviews
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in order to construct a model intended to generate an understanding of federal
government policies and their impact on PIOs during major crises.
Research Questions

According to Wimmer and Dominick (1987), research questions are utilized in a
study when the researcher is gathering preliminary information “in areas that have been
studied only marginally or not at all” (p. 246). Research has established that Twitter
usage by officials during a crisis remains a “rare” discussion in crisis communication
research. The following questions act as the foundation for an examination of federal
agency postings:

RQ 1: What is the overall theme of the Twitter postings between October 26-
October 31 (Hurricane Sandy)?

RQ 2: What is the overall tone of the Twitter postings between October 26-
October 31 (Hurricane Sandy)?

RQ 3: Do the Twitter postings during October 26-October 31 (Hurricane Sandy)
contain risk communication messages (impending threats to health or environment)?

RQ 4: Do the Twitter postings during October 26-October 31 (Hurricane Sandy)
contain crisis communication messages (updates and information about the specific
event)?

RQ 5: Are the Twitter postings during October 26-October 31 (Hurricane Sandy)
reflective of a one-way asymmetrical communication model or two-way communication

model?
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RQ 6: Are the Twitter postings during October 26-October 31 (Hurricane Sandy)
consistent with the social media policy directives delineated by the U.S. Department of
Homeland Security (DHS)?

Significance of the Study

This study supports Alexander (2008) and Sutton (2008), who claimed that an
investigation into the federal directives can lead to a better understanding of the existing
systems of crisis and disaster communication, strategies, and deployment methods. This
study contributes to crisis communication scholarly literature by investigating the federal
government’s ESF 15 social media policy directives during a crisis and proposes a new
model to guide PIO actions so that federal agencies can effectively interact with each

other as well as the public during any emergency or crisis.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review

Social media usage by the public sector during crisis events has been documented
by researchers as inconsistent, with less than comprehensive integration across the levels
of government (Houston et al., 2014; Lindsay, 2011; St. Denis, Palen & Anderson, 2014).
The public’s adoption of social media has prompted the emergence of crisis
communication studies concerning how both the public and government use social media
during a crisis. For example, crisis scholars Hughes and Palen (2009) investigated
audience usage of Twitter during Hurricanes Ike and Gustav. Yang et al. (2013) and
Imran, Diaz, Elbassuoni, Castillo & Meier (2013) proposed models of social media data
extraction based on an investigation of audience-generated tweets used during Hurricane
Issac, the Joplin, Missouri tornadoes, and Hurricane Sandy. Hughes and Palen (2012)
also examined the impact of social media on the role of PIOs as positioned in the federal
government’s crisis organizational structure of the National Incident Management
System (NIMS). They found that PIOs struggle to integrate social media into crisis
response efforts due to a lack resources, training and inconsistent guidelines. Other
studies have also focused on local and state government usage of social media response
efforts omitting the possible influence of federal social media response policies on local
and state crisis communication strategies and plans (Herverin & Zach, 2010b; St. Denis
et al., 2014; Sutton et al., 2014).

Similar to this study, Chatfield, Scholl, and Brajawidaga (2014) examined crisis
tweet data created and shared by federal government agencies. However, unlike this

dissertation, Chatfield et al. (2014) collapsed all government agencies into one generic
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“government” category that focused on the social media data analysis generated by the
New York Fire Department and the social media accounts of the mayor and the governor.

Alexander (2014) offered an in-depth analysis of the benefits and challenges of
social media integration into the U.S. emergency management system. Alexander stated
this integration is inevitable due to the scale and degree of public usage. However, while
studies of social media usage during major national disasters such as Hurricane Sandy
continue to emerge, scholarly research on the federal government’s use of the medium
through the lens of the policy directives that influence them is absent.

This study introduces the federal government’s use of social media through the
lens of Hurricane Sandy and the policy directives that guided the actions of federal
government crisis communicators. The ESF 15 policy directive conceptualizes and
outlines implementation strategies to be used in crisis communication plans, message
development, materials designed for the public, media outlets, and internal and external
organizations involved with response efforts. Specifically, the 2009 and 2013 ESF 15
policy directives outline how social media should be used in a crisis.

This study also reviews the theoretical underpinnings of public relations and its
practice of crisis communication; examines governmental and nongovernmental use of
social media during a crisis; and analyzes the overall organizational use of social media
during crisis events. Further, this chapter explores scholarly literature related to the
federal government policy directive DHS ESF 15 on social media and examines the
global structure of the federal government crisis communication system. Current crisis
communication models are examined and their gaps highlighted. These omissions

support the construction of a new crisis communication model presented in Chapter 5.
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Public Relations and Crisis Communication: Theoretical Overview

Edward Bernays launched his career as a public relations practitioner in 1913. His
writings disassociated public relations from gimmicks designed to capture the attention of
the press, a practice called press agentry (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). The nephew of
psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud, Bernays focused on public consent and public opinion
from a scholarly perspective. His writings, such as the seminal work Crystallizing Public
Opinion (1923), were the first on public relations (Cutlip, Center & Broom, 2006).
Bernays’ approach coincided with social scientists’ writings about public opinion,
consent, and media effects, such as Walter Lippman’s seminal work Public Opinion in
1922, which addressed the impact of social perceptions on human behavior and later
works by Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw (1972), who studied media effects on
individual decision making. Bernays, regarded as the “father” of public relations, marked
a turn from simply disseminating information without feedback or information from an
organization’s audience towards a perspective and practice that sought to understand its
audiences. However, this was not an era in public relations in which feedback was
completely embraced. Bernays focused on the use of information for the purpose of
influencing or persuading audiences to meet goals/needs of the organization. This
practice of public relations as a one-way persuasive form of communication was a
dominant form at the time among public relations practitioners.

The period coincided with early communication models that were influenced by
Shannon and Weaver’s (1940) one-way construct of communication: source, message,
channel, and receiver. The effects of communication and media widely studied during

this time revolved around a theory of the “hypodermic needle.” This approach asserts that
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the media has a direct impact or “one-shot” of information directed towards audiences
without a vehicle for audience input or feedback.

In an attempt to categorize the types of public relations practiced historically,
Grunig and Hunt (1984) identified four models of public relations: press agentry, public
information, two-way asymmetrical, and two-way symmetrical. The four models suggest
the level of effort to engage audiences and balance the organization’s needs/perspective
with its audience/environment. Grunig and Hunt (1984) categorized press agentry and
public information models as one-way asymmetrical approaches to public relations that
emphasize disseminating information and the two-way asymmetrical models of public
relations are those that utilized feedback from the public (e.g., focus groups, interviews,
surveys). However, these efforts only involved practitioners giving and seeking
information from publics to utilize this information in a persuasive manner. In 1995, the
publication of Manager’s Guide to Excellence in Public Relations and Communications
Management by David Dozier, Larissa Grunig, and James Grunig (1995) established that
the two-way symmetrical model is one that utilized research and dialogue to manage
organizational and environmental issues in an effort to improve understanding and build
relationships. Further, the two-way symmetrical model of public relations was also a key
element of “excellence in public relations and communications management” (p. 320).

Cutlip et al. (2006) defined public relations as a management function that
establishes and maintains mutually beneficial relationships between an organization and
its publics. An organization’s relationships with its internal and external environment
have been established as essential elements in the practice and study of public relations.

Two public relations theories, systems and situational, describe relationships that are
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important to the organization-public discussion in public relations, especially in the area
of crisis communications.

Public relations categorizes the relationships that an organization has with its
audiences as stakeholders (Grunig & Repper, 1992). These stakeholders can be
customers, community members, government, or media. These groups are called
stakeholders because the groups and the organization can have consequences in their
relation to each other (Latimore, Baskin Heiman & Toth, 2011). Publics refers to a
subset of the stakeholders, which represent those within a stakeholder group that may be
more or less active or inclined to act in their communication behavior (Latimore et al.,
2011).

Public relations scholars and practitioners consider feedback between an
organization and its stakeholders as critical for an organization’s success. The
relationship between an organization and its stakeholders is central to public relations and
is further delineated in the “theories of relationships” (Latimore et al., 2011, p. 52) later
described in this chapter.

McCombs and Shaw's (1972) seminal research on media effects reformulated
earlier approaches that assumed the media's influence in setting an audience’s priorities,
the “hypodermic needle” approach. This approach posits that media can set the agenda
for “what people think about but not what people actually think” (Latimore et al., 2011,
p. 60). A study of the 1968 Presidential campaign found that the media, in its practice of
news placement, can influence what people think about and how they think about it.
Critically, this study found that people also utilized their own sets of social, economic,

and cultural parameters that contributed to their decision-making.
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These findings were also in line with the contemporary approach to public
relations that was no longer focused on the mass media to “tell the story” as in the
practice of press agentry or public information models, but focused on a direct
relationship with its stakeholders. This approach requires an understanding of audience
feedback as a key element of the discipline and practice. Elements such as audience
orientation and coorientation, and situational and systems theories became emerging
features of public relations. The practice began to move away from a one-way
communications approach that implies an imbalance in communication towards a
symmetrical or balanced approach.

Symmetrical communication advances a balanced flow of information among all
parties seeking to maintain relationships based on mutual undertaking and needs (Cutlip
et al., 2006). The two-way symmetrical model of public relations developed by Grunig
and Hunt (1984) presents public relations orientation as a model where organizations and
their publics adjust to each other. This approach focuses on the use of social science
research methods to achieve collaboration and mutual understanding (Cutlip et al., 2006).

However, according to some scholars, symmetry also requires some aspect of
asymmetry to achieve the goal of mutuality and moving the organization forward in some
instances. For example, Stacks and Watson (2007) cited the components involved in
surviving a crisis as an example of the dualism of symmetrical and asymmetrical public
relations models. However, other scholars like Waters and Williams (2011) claimed that
one-way communication is preferred rather than the use of symmetrical communication

in crisis situations where the safety of the public is at risk.
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Systems theory. In 1952, an ecological approach to public relations theory
borrowing from the life sciences posits that the study of public relations should focus on
interdependent relationships between organizations and the environment. This approach
broadened the study and practice of public relations as a critical element in helping
organizations manage ever-evolving environmental issues, attitudes, and opinions.

This theoretical approach led the way for an open- and close- systems perspective
of public relations. Understanding systems as interacting units that respond and adjust to
pressures from the environment to maintain goal states, open and closed systems
illustrate the extent to which the boundaries of the system receive and exchange
information (Cutlip et al., 2006). The systems are dynamic and continue to adjust and
evolve over time.

The systems theory of public relations views an organization as consisting of
several interrelated parts that adapt and adjust to changes in its environment (Cutlip et al.,
2000). This perspective underscores the nature of the interdependence that exists between
an organization and its environment. Systems theorists contend that open-system
organizations utilize public relations to help an organization adjust to the changes through
mutual understanding and two-way symmetrical communication and that this strategy is
critical to the organization’s survival (Reitz, 2012). From this perspective, public
relations underscores the theory that the organization understands and adjusts to its
environment through its publics (Reitz, 2012). This practice of public relations
emphasizes the organization-stakeholder relationship that is oriented towards better

understanding, collaborating and engaging with the communities, consumers,
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stakeholders, and audiences—a dialogic approach to public relations (Kent & Taylor,
2002).

Situational theory. The situational theory of public relations identifies three
variables—Ilevel of involvement, constraint recognition, and problem recognition—that
can predict when publics will seek and process information about an organization or an
issue based upon their level of involvement with the issue (Level of Involvement); the
degree to which publics perceive that obstacles stand in the way of a solution and the
level of influence they have on the issue (Constraint Recognition) and simply, the level at
which people recognize or are aware that a problem exists (Problem Recognition).
Grunig and Hunt (1984) advanced the situational theory of publics as a model that
provides public relations practitioners specific information about their publics’
communications behaviors and needs (Kent & Taylor, 2002). The situational theory
keeps public relations practitioners focused on the communication needs of its publics
and guides strategic public relations and communication plans.

Issues management. Issues management is a strategic practice of public relations
that enables practitioners to utilize research and strategic planning to guide organizations
in stakeholder management, especially in crisis situations. Cutlip, Center and Broom
(1994) defined issues management as the “proactive process of anticipating, identifying,
evaluating and responding to public policy issues that impact organizations and their
publics” (p. 16). Issues management is especially important in early response efforts
identified through early detection and mitigation of crisis issues (Reitz, 2012).

Crisis communication. Historically, an emphasis on the necessity for public

relations in crisis communication was born from private, nongovernment, crisis events
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such as those experienced by Johnson & Johnson and Exxon in the 1980s (Mehta &
Xavier, 2012). Crisis incidents in the private sector established crisis communication as
an “essential function of public relations management and decision-making” (Mehta &
Xavier, 2012, p. 376). Crisis communication was believed to primarily be part of the
process of organizational reputation recovery (Gottschalk, 1993), an approach that was
largely applied in nongovernment organizations (Bergman, 1994; Carey & Jorden, 1993;
Loewendick, 1993). For example, the public relations case studies following the 1982
Johnson & Johnson cyanide poisoning incident focused on reputation management and
image restoration, as evidenced by the following comments from practitioners:
The Tylenol crisis is without a doubt the most exemplary case ever known in the
history of crisis communications. Any business executive, who has ever stumbled
into a public relations ambush, ought to appreciate the way Johnson & Johnson
responded to the Tylenol poisonings. They have effectively demonstrated how
major business has to handle a disaster." The PR industry has an important role to
play in helping companies identify and manage risks that could damage their
reputation (p. 19, 1990).
The Tylenol case became the basis of many crisis communication mechanisms.
Berg’s suffering strategy (2000) and Benoit’s rectification strategy (1997) were
developed from case studies of how Johnson & Johnson handled the Tylenol crisis
(Coombs, 1995). As a result, research on crisis communication developed in two
directions, one of which encompassed theoretical models on corporate apologia and
impression management. The aim of this approach was image restoration to improve an
organization’s brand after a crisis has occurred (Benoit, 1997; Hearit, 1995). This
approach, scholars would argue, demonstrates two-way asymmetrical public relations
practices that seek to acquire and disseminate information for environmental control

(Grunig, 1994).
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The other direction of crisis communication looks beyond postcrisis by focusing
on issues management and risk communication more aligned with two-way symmetrical
communication. This direction seeks information from its environment and utilizes it to
proactively create a collaborative, reciprocal communications environment between
organizations and stakeholders, and not control (Grunig & Repper, 1992; Reitz, 2012).
This dialogic approach to public relations also aligns with an open-systems approach.
Public relations researchers contend it is enhanced with the application and integration of
social media in organizations’ communications strategies (Mersham, Theunissen & Peart,
2009).

A crisis can also be viewed as a type of relationship between an organization and
its environment. A crisis can impact the way publics and stakeholders interact with and
perceive the organization (Benoit, 2004; Coombs, 1999/2007; Coombs & Holladay,
2001). Crisis can impact an organization’s future financial growth, market share, image,
and possibly, its survival (Coombs, 2008). This is where public relations, utilizing issues
of management theory, can demonstrate its “worth” (Ihlen, 2010, p. 98) by guiding an
organization through a crisis, if not detecting the warning signs of a crisis before the
threat occurs. According to Oyvind lhlen (2010) in Love in Tough Times: Crisis
Communication and Public Relations, by utilizing this strategic approach, public
relations should be perfectly poised to “take on” (p. 98) crisis communication.

The influence of crisis communication on public relations research has been
ongoing and consistently evolving (Avery et al., 2010; Kim & Avery et al., 2009). The

disciplinary anchor of crisis communication research is public relations, which has been
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accepted as a management function among scholars (Cutlip et al., 2006; Mehta & Xavier,
2012).

In The Handbook of Crisis Communication, Timothy Coombs (2012) defined
crisis communication as the collection, processing, and dissemination of information
required to address a crisis situation. Although this broad definition is reflective of the
dissemination approach of public information models, a one-way asymmetrical model,
Coombs advocated for precrisis and postcrisis phases of crisis communication that
involve proactive communication with stakeholders and the public. However, despite the
definitions of crisis communication, the field of study and practice has grown
dramatically over the past ten years (Coombs, 2012).

Crisis events create the need for information, and the management of this
information is critical throughout every phase of the crisis, beginning with prewarning to
the recovery and assessment stages (Coombs, 2012). Investigations into the phases of a
crisis have also explored how audiences receive warning messages, how warning
messages are composed, and how technology impacts the government’s use of social
media during a crisis (Alexander, 2014; Chyi & McCombs, 2004; Houston, Pfefferbaum
& Rosenholtz, 2012; Houston et al., 2014; Hughes & Palen, 2009; Liu, 2009; Mills,
Chen, Lee & Rao, 2009). Public relations practitioners have echoed this expansive view
of crisis communication by including it in research and analysis of crisis planning,
development of contingencies, risk identification, and crisis avoidance (Coombs, 2012).

Research studies focused on a symmetrical approach to public relations in
managing and responding to crisis, specifically in the arena of crisis messaging, found

that, in the changing environment of technology, people rely more on social media for
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crisis and disaster information. In some cases, they believe that social media is more
trustworthy than mainstream media (Houston et al., 2014; Veil, Buehner & Palenchar,
2011). Contemporary technology, specifically social media, provides an additional source
for people to receive information about emergencies and disaster events beyond
traditional media sources (St. Denis et al., 2014). People collect emergency information
and pass it on to others in their communities, families, social or professional circles. In
addition, when emergency response groups establish social media accounts, members of
the public pass on official posts to others and engage directly with emergency
management officials (Imran et al., 2013; St. Denis et al., 2014).

Public engagement. This section examines the various definitions of public
engagement and the lessons learned and best practices from the government and
nongovernment organizations toward improving engagement by leveraging social media.
Public engagement, also stakeholder engagement, is accepted as crucial to an
organization’s success (Edelman, 2008) and a core tenet of public relations. Over the
years, public engagement has come to represent a variety of interactions with a multitude
of audiences. As a concept, stakeholder engagement comes from stakeholder theory that
can be traced back to the early work of Bernays, who identified that a company must
address the interests of its stakeholders, that is, groups and individuals that can affect or
have been affected by the organization.

Public relations professionals have embraced public engagement due in part to
what Richard Edelman, president of Edelman Worldwide, has assessed as the public’s
growing lack of trust in government and corporations. Edelman (2008) advanced that

public relations practitioners, by theory and practice experts in stakeholder and issues
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management, have an opportunity through public engagement to guide organizations and
corporations to establish higher levels of trust and collaboration between themselves and
their respective environments.

The construct of public engagement and the organization-public relationship has
always been central to the discipline of public relations (Waters & Williams, 2011).
Scholarship on engagement is more frequent as the public relations profession has aimed
to navigate in the rapidly changing communications environment (Waters & Williams,
2011). Specifically, Porter (2010) encouraged government public relations practitioners
to adapt more symmetrical communication behaviors.

A recent initiative by FEMA suggests that the federal government has embraced
engagement and thus, symmetrical communication practices. In 2013, DHS and FEMA
adopted the Whole Community Approach that cited the effects of major crises such as
Hurricanes Katrina and Rita in 2005, the BP oil spill in 2010, and the Joplin, Missouri
and Birmingham, Alabama tornadoes in 2011 that challenged and overwhelmed the
agency’s responsibilities. FEMA adopted the integrated approach to emergency and
disaster management that included government and nongovernment organizations
(FEMA, The Whole Community Approach, 2013).

The Whole Community is now incorporated into all FEMA and DHS crisis
directives and policies. FEMA has sought to initiate exploration into community
engagement strategies to promote further discussion on approaches that position local
residents for leadership roles in planning, organizing, and sharing accountability for the
success of local disaster management efforts, thereby enhancing national security and

resilience. The themes of the Whole Community strategy are to:
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* Understand community complexity

* Recognize community capabilities and needs

* Foster relationships with community leaders

* Build and maintain partnerships

*  Empower local action

* Leverage and strengthen social infrastructure, networks and assets

Veil et al. (2011) compiled a list of best practices for crisis communication in
both government and nongovernment organizations through a project with the National
Center for Food Protection and Defense, Centers of Excellence, and U.S. government and
nongovernment agencies. Among the best practices, the third practice listed is partner
with the public to provide information and recognize that the public can offer valuable
information to assist in and mitigate a crisis. Number four on the best practices list was to
listen to the public’s concerns and understand the audience. This practice, as
demonstrated in the Whole Community Approach, involves both listening to the public
and acting on the public’s concerns regarding risk and crisis (FEMA, The Whole
Community Approach, 2013).

As demonstrated in this section, interactive and collaborative public relations and
communication strategies are recognized as symmetrical, open-systems approaches that
enhance an organization’s relationships with its stakeholders and environment. Moreover,
crisis communication researchers contend organizations that utilize social media have the
advantage in building and sustaining symmetrical organization-stakeholder relationships.
Further, this section has introduced public engagement, a contemporary strategic public

relations initiative embraced by practitioners and scholars, as the approach to create two-
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way symmetrical communication during a crisis. The federal government has also
adopted the public engagement strategy to realign relationships with federal government
stakeholders after crisis events. In Predicting Digital and Social Media Adoption Based
on Organizational and Practitioner Characteristics, Thorson, Tendrich, and Sterling
(2012) suggested that social media can help organizations, such as FEMA, “make sense
of relationships with various stakeholders” (p. 4).
Organizational Use of Social Media during Crisis

Nongovernment. An examination of nonprofit organizations revealed that despite
technology’s capacity for interactivity, the public relations model of one-way
communication is typically utilized instead of two-way symmetrical public relations. In
Hope for Haiti: An analysis of Facebook and Twitter Usage during the Earthquake Relief
Efforts, Muralidharan, Rasmussen, Patterson, and Shin (2011) found that nonprofit
organizations used social media such as Facebook and Twitter during crises as a one-way
asymmetrical communication tool that involved disseminating information, rather than
engaging in interactive communication with its publics. Overall, the authors asserted that
despite the increased popularity of social media and its use by nonprofit, government,
corporate and the news media to disseminate information and advance organizational
goals, the core social media elements of feedback and interactivity that dramatically
affect the practice of public relations have not been leveraged (Muralidharan et al., 2011).
Concurring, Waters and Jamal (2011) found in a study of 30 nonprofit organizations that
Twitter feeds are primarily used as a broadcasting tool, fitting into the one-way

asymmetrical model while neglecting to utilize the interactive elements of social media.
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Wigley and Zhang (2011) examined public relations professionals’ inclusion of
social media into crisis planning during interviews with 283 practitioners who were
members of the Public Relations Society of America (PRSA). The researchers found that
among the 283 practitioners surveyed, 82 percent of the respondents stated that their
organization used social media to achieve organizational goals. However, 48 percent
claimed that social media was included in the organization’s crisis plans. The study found
that a further review of the practitioners’ organization websites that were involved in
product recalls, “failed to fully integrate social media” (Wigley & Zhang, 2011, p. 4) into
the organization’s plans.

In a study of social media use by the American Red Cross, Briones, Kuch, Liu,
and Yan (2011) found that the organization discovered the importance of social media as
a tool to build relationships with its stakeholders. Briones et al. (2011) found this
organization had developed tools and tactics utilizing social media that had positively
influenced its customer service and that, in a true two-way symmetrical engagement of
collaboration, the organization boasted positive feedback from the stakeholders but also
negative feedback used to make organizational improvements. The researchers also
revealed that the Red Cross used social media to provide updates on disaster
preparedness and response. Curiously, this study did not focus on social media use during
crisis. This is unfortunate because the American Red Cross has had a federal charter since
1900 that positions the organization as an arm of the government playing a significant
role in the nation’s system for disaster relief (U.S. Government Accountability Office,
September, 2015). Although this study found a two-way use of social media in noncrisis

situations, two-way applications during a crisis by an entity such as the American Red
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Cross were absent, which would have been a valuable contribution to crisis
communication research.

As demonstrated in this section, despite crisis communication scholars’
recommendations that social media has potential to enhance strategic, two-way
communication between an organization and its stakeholders, evidence shows that one-
way, asymmetrical communication remains the norm.

Government. An overview of the beginnings of the practice of public relations
revealed that it has a long history connected to the government and crisis response. In
1887, the term “public relations” began to appear in railroad literature and in the speeches
of the corporate tycoons during the Industrial Era. Corporations hired public relations
professionals to manage the issues between business and government (Cutlip et al.,
2006).

In the late 1800s, just as the Industrial Revolution was beginning, a transformative
period emerged in the United States between business and government that affected the
practice and discipline of public relations. President Theodore Roosevelt’s close
relationships with journalists, including Ida Tarbell, were juxtaposed against the big
businesses of the emerging railroad, electricity, and steel industries. These forces
dominated this era, and garnering public opinion was the aim of both business and
government.

President Roosevelt’s aim was to rein in big business to comply with new
government policies to create fair and equitable conditions for American workers.
Corporate business owners sought to continue to conduct business on their own terms and

not the terms of government. In an effort to address these issues, corporations began to
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realize the importance of courting public favor and that the expert in public relations was
essential (Cutlip et al., 2006).

Westinghouse established the first corporate public relations department in 1889.
In 1902, William W. Smith founded the first publicity-lobbying firm in Washington, D.C.
(Cutlip et al., 2006). This era also marked a time when journalists were entering public
relations and forming the early organization of the practice. This practice of public
relations progressed from the antics of the press agentry period of P.T. Barnum to the
focus of distributing information to sway public opinion, captured in Grunig’s (1984)
public information model.

In April 1917, during World War I, U.S. President Woodrow Wilson created the
United States Committee on Public Information, also known as the Creel Committee, an
agency led by journalist George Creel. The committee directed the government’s efforts
to gain public support for the war through prowar films, publications, and speakers. One
of Creel’s most notable efforts was the creation of the Four Minutemen, a network of
75,000 civic leaders across the nation (volunteers), who, upon receipt of a telegram from
Washington, D.C., would disseminate the information to schools, churches, and
communities. By the end of the war, Creel's Four Minutemen had grown to 800,000
(Cutlip et al., 20006).

Public information captured the propaganda techniques of government
demonstrated by the Creel Commission and the emerging corporate public relations
efforts of the railroad, steel, and electric companies of the Industrial period. Dominant
tools by which organizations communicated were media releases, press conferences, or

other vehicles that allowed the government to provide information to media gatekeepers,
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who then distributed the news to mass audiences. Grunig and Hunt (1984) categorized
press agentry as one-way asymmetrical and the corporation/government public
information practice as two-way asymmetrical. Grunig and Repper (1992) asserted that
although efforts were made to gather information from the environment and audience, a
two-way communication approach, the selective use of information to promote the
“good” or only the objectives of the organization, still categorizes these efforts as
asymmetrical, one-way communication flows. This practice supported early theorists of
mass communication, who positioned the media as a lens between the actual events and
audience perceptions. Therefore, the public relations practitioner used tools designed to
tell a credible and good story of an organization, event, or person (Cutlip et al., 2006).

Scholars and practitioners have recommended techniques to “increase the
chances” (Cutlip et al., 2006, p. 345) of attracting the attention of media gatekeepers such
as materials that reflect the news values of impact, proximity, timeliness, prominence,
novelty, and conflict. In addition, media releases reflected the journalists’ style of
capturing the Four Ws (who, what, when, why) and H (how) in the lead of the media
release, as well as attention to newsworthiness and alignment with news style (Cutlip et
al., 2006).

These tools and the media as the primary audience for public relations
practitioners have continued in contemporary practice. Crisis as defined for public
relations practitioners is a “disorganized combination of special events and news
conferences” (Newsom & Haynes, 2014, p. 205) and occupies a minor mention under
announcements and special events in a public relations textbook used in colleges and
universities (Newsom & Haynes, 2014, p. 205). The textbook advises that the role of
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public relations practitioners in implementing crisis communications is to “get and
supply” (Newsom & Haynes, 2014, p. 205) information, thus continuing to reinforce the
public information model among today’s up and coming communications students and
professionals.

In the area of social media use for crisis communications strategies and plans,
Newsom and Haynes (2014) advised public relations practitioners to “think in terms of
tweets in coverage and offer your own” (p. 205). However, examples of tweets were not
provided, a trend that was identified in the DHS federal policy directives for crisis
communication messaging analyzed in this dissertation.

Implications: Models of Public Relations

The public information model asymmetrical communications approach that
involved the traditional media as the primary target audience was also reflected in
FEMA'’s Basic Guidelines for Public Information Officers (P10S), published in 2007. For
example, the section “Media Relations” is a brief two-paragraph statement that reinforces
the importance of media relationships during a crisis. PIOs are instructed to “invite local
media” (FEMA, 2007, p. 6) to the JIC and Command areas prior to an incident to
“answer questions on how information will be disseminated during an incident or planned
event” (FEMA, 2007, p. 6), reinforcing that in the planning stage the information flow
during a crisis would be one-way asymmetrical. The guidelines mention websites and
social media, specifically blogs. However, the websites and social media are positioned
in the following manner:

Web logs or blogs are also important. Blogs are periodically updated journals,

providing online commentary with minimal or no external editing. Media
institutions have adopted this format, with many television networks,
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newspapers, and opinion journals now hosting blogs on their websites. PIOs
should be aware that blogs are a part of media reporting virtually 24/7
throughout their area of responsibility. (FEMA, 2007, p. 7)
Positioned with a greater importance is a bulleted list of what emergency preparedness
information should include: “press releases, situation reports, maps, and other
emergency information” (FEMA, 2007, p. 7). Information dissemination in this crisis
communication guide includes four points: (a) Briefing/Special Events (news
conferences, tours for officials); (b) Media Relations (identifying the News Desk as the
primary point of contact and the role of the spokesperson who conducts news
briefings); (c) Web Support ( instructing that web pages be created providing
information about the incident for media and public use); and (d) Public Inquiries
(outlining the PIO’s duty to respond to questions and inquiries and the importance of
creating a log) (FEMA, 2007).
Message content guidance for media releases or web/blog support delineated that
emergency information, including recovery information, should include the following:
* Actions the public should take
* A summary of the incident
* The impact of the incident or planned event
* Actions the response agencies are taking
» Actions the public, businesses, and industries may take (FEMA, 2007, p. 21).
The FEMA (2007) PIO guidelines identified four, passive steps in the “ongoing
cycle” of informing the public and key audiences about a crisis event:
1. Gather information

2. Verify information
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3. Coordination of information (includes messaging and information sharing
internally)

4. Dissemination of information (external) (pp.11-12).

The 2013 DHS ESF 15 policy directive outlined crisis communication strategies
and implementation of the same themes that reinforce the asymmetrical (one-way) flow
of communication. The policy directives under Messaging and Distribution (see
Appendix A) noted: Posting important, accurate, and timely content is “the most
important component of any Web and social media operation” (Annex R, 2009) and
suggests that when it comes to digital communication channels, agencies should follow
these guidelines for the best way to support the response and recovery efforts and engage
audiences:

* As with all messaging during a Federal response, content should be actionable
information to promote public safety and should include “asks” to the public
to rebroadcast the content and share it with others who they know may be
affected by the incident.

* The preferred content on social media sites are updates that are easy to read
and comprehend in an easily digestible format, preferably with actionable

public safety information.

Federal Government Social Media Policy Directives

In the 1970s, the U.S. government developed an Incident Command System (ICS)
that is a standardized on-scene incident management system. The role of the Information
Officer (10), referred to as the Public Information Officer (PI1O), is one of the four direct

reports to the Incident Commander (IC). The role of the PIO is to develop and release
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information about the incident to the news media, incident personnel and other
appropriate agencies and organizations. The PIO manages the Joint Information Center
(JIC) that is designed to develop crisis and disaster communication strategies during
emergency responses and other situations in which multiple organizations may need to
collaborate to provide timely, useful and accurate information to the public and other
stakeholders (National Response Team [NRT], Joint Information Center Model, January
2000).

The revised 2011 NIMS directive emphasized the system’s focus on standardized
response efforts across all levels of government and its applicability to all crisis types.
Although these directives focused on the federal government response, such as
Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, BP Deepwater Horizon Gulf oil spill, and the 2013
Colorado floods, emergency plans at all levels of government reflect ICS and NIMS.
Most importantly, and for purposes of this study, the outline of the 2011 NIMS directive
stresses the importance of crisis communication and coordination stating, “public
information functions must be coordinated and integrated across all jurisdictions and
across functional agencies” (National Integration Center, 2011 NIMS Overview, p. 6).
Therefore, when analyzing crisis communication response efforts, a review and analysis
of the federal government’s policy disaster directives are critical as these directives are
applicable at all levels of government.

In 2011, FEMA’s updated NIMS outlined a crisis management framework built
on five key elements: (a) preparedness, (b) communication and information management,

(c) resource management, (d) command management, and (e) ongoing management. It is
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important to note that across the five mission areas of protection, planning is the first
mandate and public information and warnings is the second priority.

Important is the JIC model, which is applicable for natural disasters, oil and
hazardous substance pollution, radiation emergencies, terrorist incidents, and remediation
efforts. The NIMS Public Information Course Summary notes that the JIC should
accommodate all disaster event communication requirements for participating
organizations as well as address the range of crisis communication elements such as
media relations, public affairs, rumor control. Therefore, analyzing public sector crisis
communication, the JIC is a crucial element.

In one of the few research studies that integrated the current public sector
structure of crisis communication into public relations crisis communication literature,
Hughes and Palen (2012) examined the role of the PIO in the changing media
environment and identified the JIC as a vital structure during larger disaster events that
need coordination. It is important to note that although Hughes and Palen (2012) did not
explore a major national disaster in the study, like Hurricane Sandy, the JIC operates at
all levels of government as a central location to facilitate the operations of the Joint
Information System (JIS). However, according to the NIMS Public Information Course
Summary (2004 ) used for PIO instruction, the “public information component described
in the National Incident Management System (NIMS) is designed to effectively manage
public information at an incident, regardless of the size and complexity of the situation or
the number of entities involved in the response” (p. 1). Further, under NIMS, the PIO as
lead of the JIC/JIS is a “critical member of the command staff” that advises the Incident

Commander. For purposes of this dissertation, state and local PIO efforts are not
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addressed, since they lack relevance to the federal role. However, the PIO in general
cannot be separated from the JIC nor the JIS. The PIO, with approval of the IC,
determines if and the type of JIC needed depending on the agencies or stakeholders that
are involved in the incident. The incident response can be large or small, not just major
events as Hughes and Palen (2012) indicated. This determination is based on
stakeholders’ participation and not size of incident. This is because stakeholder
participation translates to the various messaging types that the PIO need to consider,
create, and implement.

Further, the PIO operates within the JIS system, a system that is centered around
the information created and disseminated by the PIO and others in the JIC, that integrates
incident information with public affairs to coordinate “cohesive, timely and accurate
messages during crisis and disaster incidents” (FEMA, 2007). Separating the PIO from
the JIC and the JIS does not paint an accurate picture of the complexities of the PIO in
managing content during crisis events.

The JIC is designed to accommodate the diverse range of responses likely to be
performed by the ESF 15 team, ranging from a large multiple agency all-hazards
response to a small single agency single-hazard response. The JIC structure is equally
scalable and flexible for use in any incident. The structure can grow or shrink, depending
upon the unique requirements of a specific response (DHS, SOP, 2013).

This JIC is described in the DHS ESF 15 policy directive as the central location

for coordination and dissemination of public information related to an incident, and the
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terms “dissemination,” “support,” “collect” and “monitor” used frequently throughout
this section are reflective of the traditional public information, one-way asymmetrical
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model of public relations (DHS ESF 15 SOP, 2013, section C). In the ESF 15 Quick
Summary section of the JIC duties, social media content development and execution is
not mentioned (DHS ESF 15 SOP, 2013, section B). Unfortunately, the policy directives
reinforced a Congressional 2011 analysis of public sector social media use described as
passive (Lindsay, 2011).

The National Response Framework (NRF) created ESF 15 to ensure that
sufficient federal external affairs resources are assigned during an incident requiring a
coordinated federal response in order to provide accurate, “coordinated, and timely
information to affected communities including governments, media, private sector and
local citizens” (DHS, section 2.0). This ESF 15 unit is a structure and function that
brings all external affairs efforts under one unit. ESF 15 supports local, state and trial
efforts as well as coordinates all federal external affairs efforts that can be applied at any
level of government and to any sized crisis incident (DHS, SOP, 2013; External Affairs
Participant Guide, 1S-250, 2007).

2009/2013 social media policy directives. For purposes of this study, it is
important that the most current policy directives are used to analyze social media usage
during a major national disaster requiring a federal response. The 2009 and 2013 DHS
ESF 15 policy directives informed this study as they represent the federal government’s
plans during a crisis. It is important to note Hughes and Palen (2012) found that the 2008
guidelines did contain a brief section describing the use of Internet technology and tools,
but did not offer directions to PIOs how to use them.

Revised in 2009, the DHS ESF 15 policy directive on social media included
definitions of social media and platforms such as podcasts, text messaging, Twitter, and
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microblogging. In terms of content guidelines for social media, the instructions read as
follows: “Posting important, accurate and timely content is the most important
component of any web and social media operation” (DHS ESF 15 SOP, 2009, p. R-1).

The 2013 revised policy directives for the ESF 15, which included new positions
such as the social media function titled £4 Digital Communications, was placed in the
JIC organizational chart as a direct report to the Media Relations Assistant Manager.
However, the DHS Assistant External Affairs Officer serves as the final authority. Other
positions with roles in communications and content strategy were also identified, such as
a Digital Communications Specialist, who is part of the Media Relations unit of the JIC,
and an Operations Director, who serves as the lead for federal government digital
communications channels, such as USA.gov. All social media content and messages, the
document directs, must be in “alignment” with Products and Planning and the JIC (DHS
SOP, 2013, Annex R 1-2).

In regards to social media guidelines, specifically content and messaging, the
DHS ESF 15 guidelines for social media messaging and content development use are:

* Content and messaging should be coordinated with Products and Planning and
Joint Information Center.

* Content should be actionable information to promote public safety and should
include “asks” to the public to rebroadcast the content and share it with others
who they know may be affected; content should encourage others to share the
content through both social media channels and non-social media channels.

* The preferred content on social media sites are updates that are easy to read
and comprehend in an easily digestible format, preferably with actionable
public safety information.

* All Federal, State, Tribal, and local partners should amplify messaging on
their accounts as appropriate. All private sector entities, including but not
limited to, associations, businesses, nonprofits, and educational institutions,

should also amplify messages through their channels, as they may have
followers that are impacted by the incident. (DHS SOP, 2013 Annex R-3).

39



The DHS ESF 15 policy directive positioned social media monitoring and
reporting as a key use of social media. The policy directive claimed that social media
helped the ESF 15 to address rumors during Hurricane Sandy and positioned this effort as
a “case study” that reinforced its importance as a best practice. The social media response
team “created a Rumor Control Initiative that rapidly tracked, corrected and disseminated
the corrected content to other ESF 15 units and FEMA response officials” (DHS SOP,
2013, R-5).

In regards to reporting, social media was also used to contribute to situational
awareness reporting that included information about social media discussions on power
outages, the level of the response efforts and other discussions, however, it is noted that
this information was only used internally (DHS SOP, 2013, R-4). The opportunity to
leverage the interactive capabilities of social media by engaging with affected publics and
stakeholders was missed.

As demonstrated above, the DHS ESF 15 social media policy directive reflected
one-way asymmetrical communication approaches and the strategies. In addition, the
policy directives were broad and vague. Hughes and Palen (2012) found in an
examination of the 2008 NIMS social media policy directive that the guidelines are
“ambiguous” and do not “offer clear direction” (p. 3). Therefore, a federal government
crisis communication social media framework that is applicable at all levels of
government is necessary.

Government Use of Social Media during Crisis
Crisis warning message characteristics, such as consistency and repetition,

specificity, and legitimacy of the source, have all been recognized as critical factors in the
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effort to alert citizens (Quarantelli, 1989). However, as documented in the previous
section, specific and clear social media guidelines as to how to develop crisis message
construction for social media are absent. The following section outlines how the public
sector currently utilizes social media during crisis events.

Chatfield et al. (2014) noted that during extreme disaster events, such as
Hurricane Sandy, communication flow can be challenging. However, the authors found
that social media can aid governments and coordinating agencies by utilizing the
multidirectional and interactive flow of social media.

Unfortunately, the public’s use of social media outpaced emergency
management’s capacity to adapt to it. A study of online communication practices of first
responder units within a 100-mile radius of Hurricane Sandy’s landfall revealed a dismal
37 percent of local first responder units possessed a social media account (St. Denis et al.,
2014). The low usage of social media by government was due to the failure of official
authority to use social media, lack of resources, or the current structure of government
crisis response of centralized control made the use and application of social media by
emergency managers impractical (Hughes & Palen, 2012; Palen & Liu, 2007).

Huang, Chan, and Hyder (2010) asserted that emergency disaster response,
especially during a major disaster, has always been a challenge due to the size and impact
of the devastation. The authors asserted that information technologies have the potential
to provide “higher capacity and effective communication mechanisms that can reach
citizens and government officials simultaneously” (p. 1).

Several examples in scholarly literature have cited local or state emergency

response departments’ use of social media during a crisis. These studies highlighted the
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procedures that the agencies’ PIOs created due to the lack of a comprehensive public
sector policy guide on social media (Hughes & Palen, 2012; Lantonero & Shklovski,
2001; St. Denis et al., 2014). Hughes and Palen (2012) found that in interviews of 25
PIOs, 20 claimed that they used social media in emergency communications but admitted
that a formalized use was “rocky” (p. 8).

Lantonero and Shklovski (2001) presented a case study of PIOs from the Los
Angeles Fire Department, detailing the challenges that the department faced in using
social media, such as self-instruction of use of technology, lack of total dedication to
social media activities due to workload, limited staffing, and lack of support from
organizational leaders. However, Lantonero and Shklovski (2001) did find that for all the
challenges, this public sector agency was forging ahead and utilizing Twitter as a tool for
“one-way messages” (p. 13). In addition, the department under the leadership of one
social media evangelist was finding ways to create two-way communication channels by
responding to Twitter posts and “actively” (Lantonero & Shklovski, 2001, p. 13) listening
to stakeholders.

St. Denis et al. (2014) highlighted the use of social media by a local government
response unit. Consistent with prior research, this study found that the local government
unit was “in the minority of groups in the emergency response community developing
and implementing a wide-berth strategy for integrating social media into their practices”
(p. 745).

As this chapter has underscored, scholars have found that government response
units should leverage the interactive components of social media for maximum

effectiveness. However, despite scholars and practitioners’ claims that social media
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enables interactive, two-way communication and supports the use of two-way
symmetrical models of public relations, the dominant use of social media by government
and nongovernment organizations during crisis remains the posting and collection of
information indicative of one-way asymmetrical model of public relations. It continues to
lack interactivity with stakeholders and publics (Muralidharan et al., 2011; Waters &
Williams, 2011).

Although not a crisis communication study, Waters and Jamal (2011) examined
nonprofit organizations’ use of Twitter and reported that overall, “the discipline’s
continued findings are that all organization—corporations, nonprofits and government
agencies—fail to capitalize on the interactive nature of the web” (p. 322).

Social Media and Crisis

Since the mid-1990s, Internet applications known as “social media” have enabled
users to interact, collaborate and share information rapidly through media that were
nonexistent 15 years ago (Lindsay, 2011). Studies on crisis and disaster response efforts
revealed that the immediate exchange of information about a situation, using social media
as a source of information, can be life-saving (Lindsay, 2011; St. Denis et al., 2014;
Sutton, 2008; Tierney, Lindell & Perry, 2001).

The increasing use of social media by the public has demonstrated that people
utilized social media to supplement traditional media (Liu, 2009). When emergency
responders followed the conventional one-way asymmetrical model of public relations
via traditional media, people used social media to fill in the gaps of information (Sutton
et al., 2014). In a 2009 survey, 92 percent of crisis communicators stated that they

believed social media influences traditional media (Solis, 2009).
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Crisis communication researchers have studied Microblogs, such as Twitter, due
to the platform’s ability to communicate rapidly, including cross-platforms (Sreenivasan,
Lee & Goh, 2011). Microblogging is a social networking tool that allows users to send
brief text updates as well as video clips, photos, or audio clips, viewable by anyone or a
specific group chosen by the user (Huang et al., 2010). A 2010 Pew Internet study found
that 31 percent of online adults are using platforms such as blogs, social networking sites,
and text messaging (Veil et al., 2011). Microblogs create a two-way communication
platform where dissemination of information is rapid and timely. Research suggests that
these platforms have the power and potential in a scientific context for exchanging ideas,
interests, and information for a specific community (Huang et al., 2010).

Twitter, a real-time network that allows users to share information organized by
date and time on a user’s account, is limited to 140 characters. This character limitation
allowed users to send tweets rapidly to phones or other mobile devise as text (Waters &
Williams, 2011). Kumar, Morstatter, and Liu (2013) described the microblog as “tuned
towards fast communication” (p. 1). Kumar et al. (2013) estimated that more than 100
million active users post or publish over 400-million, 140-character tweets each day on
Twitter. A 2016 Pew study predicts that by the end of the fourth quarter of 2016, Twitter
will report more than 320 million active daily users.

Serial transmission, a critical element of microblogs like Twitter, has allowed
social media account holders to pass or share information with others. These
retransmitted messages have the potential to be seen by millions of people
instantaneously. In addition, they were more than likely received from a credible or
trusted source (Sutton et al., 2014).
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This transmission of messages has become a focus in the study of crisis
communications (Sutton et al., 2014; Waters & Williams, 2011). Twitter has presented an
opportunity for social interaction and information exchange before, during, and after a
crisis event. Research on response efforts cites that the rapid exchange of up-to-date
information is a vital resource that can impact safety (Tierney et al., 2001).

Models: Crisis and Risk Communication

Whereas crisis communication is rooted in public relations, risk communication is
associated with public health and education, and messages are often framed by health
professionals regarding matters that may negatively impact public health (Covello, 1992;
Heath, 1994; Reynolds & Seeger, 2005). In contrast to crisis communication that
specifically focuses on a definitive crisis event, risk communication involves ongoing and
interactive communication with vulnerable communities about prevention, education, and
methods to mitigate damage.

Scholars have identified risk communication as a persuasive and problem-solution
message structure (Witte, Meyer & Martel, 2000). In contrast, crisis communication
tended to focus on a specific event, which can have a specific timeframe. Crisis
communication messages are primarily in the structure and form of updates and
providing event information (Reynolds & Seeger, 2005).

However, recent events such as the anthrax scare and the 9/11 World Trade
Center crisis have triggered pressure on the public health community to communicate
with emergency managers during a crises. They must also address possible ongoing
public health issues related to an immediate crisis (Barton, 2001; Coombs, 1995;
Reynolds & Seeger, 2005; Seeger, Sellnow & Ulmer, 2003). This convergence of issues
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has created a heightened awareness of the commonalities of crisis and risk
communication in key areas. Both forms of communication involve the development of
public messages; both are mediated through mass communication channels; both seek to
prevent, mitigate, and reduce harm; and each relies upon credibility as a persuasive
attribute (Reynolds & Seeger, 2005).

An example of the distinctions between risk and crisis communication messages

has been offered by Reynold and Seeger (2005) and informs this study (see Figure I).

Risk Communication Crisis Communication

» Messages regarding known probabilities
of negative consequences and how they
may be reduced; addressing technical
understandings (hazards) and cultural beliefs
(outrage)

» Messages regarding current state or conditions
regarding a specific event; magnitude, immediacy
duration and control/remediation; cause, blame,
consequences

» Principally persuasive, i.e., advertising
and public education campaigns
» Frequent/routine

» Sender/message centered. Based on what is
currently known, i.e, scientific projections

» Long-term (precrisis) Message preparation,
., campaign Technical expert, scientist
» Personal scope

» Mediated: commercials, ads, brochures,
pamphlets

Controlled and structured

» Principally informative, i.e,, news disseminated
through media or broadcast through warning

system
» Infrequent/nonroutine

» Receiver/situation centered. Based on what is
known and what is not known.

» Short-term (crisis) Less preparation, i.e, respon-
sive, authority figures/emergency manager, tech-
nical experts

» Personal, community, or regional scope

» Mediated; press conferences, press releases,
speeches, websites

+Spontaneous and reactive

Figure 1. Distinguishing features of risk and crisis communication. Adapted with
permission from “Crisis and Emergency Risk Communication as an Integrative Model,”
by B. Reynolds and M. W. Seeger, 2005, Journal of Health Communication, 10, p. 48.
Copyright 2005 by Routledge Taylor, & Francis Group.
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Scholars have approached an integration of crisis and risk communication
message strategies by the development of crisis modeling stages that begin with risk
identification/warning and proceed to the termination or recovery stages. For example,
Reynolds and Seeger’s (2005) study integrating risk and crisis communication messages
for public health incidents proposed integrating crisis and risk communication into one
framework by applying a five-stage approach that identified risk and crisis messaging
along the crisis cycle. The five stages included Pre-crisis (risk messages; warning); Initial
Event (uncertainty reduction); Maintenance (ongoing uncertainty; reassurance);
Resolution (updates; discussions about risks/new risks messages); and Evaluation

(discussion of adequacy of response) (see Table 1).
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Table 1

Crisis Emergency Risk Communication (CERC) Model

I. Pre-crisis (Risk Messages; Warnings; Preparations)

Communication and education campaigns targeted to both the public and the response community to

facilitate:

Monitoring and recognition of emerging risks
General public understanding of risk
Public preparation for the possibility of an adverse event
Changes in behavior to reduce the likelihood of harm (self-efficacy)
Specific warning messages regarding some eminent threat
Alliances and cooperation with agencies, organizations, and groups
Development of consensual recommendations by experts and first responders
Message development and testing for subsequent stages
II Initial Event (Uncertainty Reduction; Self-efficacy; Reassurance)
Rapid communication to the general public and to affected groups seeking to establish:
Empathy, reassurance, and reduction in emotional turmoil
Designated crisis agency spokespersons and formal channels and methods of communication
General and broad-based understanding of the crisis circumstances, consequences, and anticipated
outcomes based on available information
Reduction of crisis-related uncertainty
Specific understanding of emergency management and medical community responses
. Understanding of self-efficacy and personal response activities (how/where to get more information)
ITI. Maintenance (Ongoing Uncertainty Reduction; Self-efficacy; Reassurance)
Communication to the general public and to affected groups seeking to facilitate:
More accurate public understandings of ongoing risks
Understanding of background factors and issues
Broad-based support and cooperation with response and recovery efforts
Feedback from affected publics and correction of any misunderstandings, rumors
Ongoing explanation and reiteration of self-efficacy and personal response activities (how where to get
more information) begun in Stage II.
Informed decision making by the public based on understanding of risks/benefits.

IV Resolution (Updates Regarding Resolution; Discussions about Cause and New

Risks/New Understandings of Risk)

Public communication and campaigns directed toward the general public and affected groups seeking to:
Inform and persuade about ongoing clean-up, remediation, recovery, and rebuilding efforts
Facilitate broad-based, honest, and open discussion and resolution of issues regarding cause, blame,
responsibility, and adequacy of response
Improve=create public understanding of new risks and new understandings of risk as well as new risk
avoidance behaviors and response procedures
Promote the activities and capabilities of agencies and organizations to reinforce positive corporate
identity and image

V. Evaluation (Discussions of Adequacy of Response; Consensus about Lessons and New

Understandings of Risks)

Communication directed toward agencies and the response community to:

Evaluate and assess responses, including communication effectiveness

Document, formalize, and communicate lessons learned

Determine specific actions to improve crisis communication and crisis response capability
Create linkages to pre-crisis activities (Stage I)

Note. Adapted with permission from “Crisis Emergency Risk Communication: 2012 Edition,” by B.
Reynolds and M. Seeger, 2012, Copyright 2012 by U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
Center for Disease Control and Prevention.
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The Crisis Emergency Risk Communications (CERC) Model displayed in Table 1
suggested that risk and crisis communication messages must be considered for each phase
of a crisis as determined by Reynolds and Seeger (2012). The model was designed to
provide broad instructional guidance to risk and crisis communicators to support the
overall mission of the response (Reynolds, 2006). However, the model leaned more
toward risk communication aims to prewarn people of impending dangers or threats, and
it did not clearly illustrate where crisis messages should be incorporated or, if in some
phases, a dual approach of risk and crisis message strategy was recommended. Finally,
the CERC Model does not clearly identify the entity or position that develops the risk and
crisis communication strategy and messaging. In the proposed model designed from this
dissertation research, the PIO is identified in accordance with the DHS ESF 15 policy
directive to develop the social media message content for the range of stakeholders.

Coombs (1995) developed the Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT),
an audience-based crisis model that demonstrated how people perceived and responded to
crises, as well as how they responded to the organizations involved in the crises (see
Figure 2). This model integrated crisis communication with public relations theories of
reputation, situational theory of publics, contingency, and reputation management

(Coombs & Holladay, 2009; Mehta & Xavier, 2012).
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Figure 2. Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) Model. Adapted with
permission from “Protecting Organization Reputations during a Crisis: The Development
and Application of Situational Crisis Communication Theory,” by W. T. Coombs, 1995,
Corporate Reputation Review, 10(3) p. 166. Copyright 2007 by Palgrave McMillan Ltd.

The Social-Mediated Crisis Communication Model (SMCC) (Jin & Liu, 2010)
described the interaction between organizations experiencing crisis and the types of
publics that would produce and disseminate crisis information via social media,

traditional media, or word-of-mouth (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Social-Mediated Crisis Communication Model. Adapted with permission from
“How Publics Respond to Crisis Communication Strategies: The Interplay of Information
Form and Source,” by Y. Jin, B. F. Lui, and L. Austin, 1995, Fuel and Energy Abstracts,
37(4), p. 347. Copyright 1995 by Elsevier B. V.

The SMCC Model failed to identify the organization type, public, private, or
nonprofit, but described as “an organization experiencing crisis” (Kumar et al., 2013, p.
54). It would have limited applicability as a public sector model, since most public sector
organizations are intended for disaster response. Using an earlier model proposed by Liu
(2009), the public sector is described as having a “greater responsibility” (p. 378) in
disaster situations than the private sector. Similarly, Avery and Lariscy (2012) described
FEMA as an agency whose primary responsibility is crisis response.

Hughes (2012) offered a model designed with considerations for PIOs, separating

the media from members of the public, thereby reinforcing the focus of Hughes’s (2012)
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research that technology has empowered the public to share valuable information with

both responders and the media (see Figure 4). This model also reflected the changing role

of the PIO due to technology.

OFFICIAL RESPONSE PUBLIC RESPONSE
“Formal” “Informal”

Information
Interface

Media

Members
of the public.

Figure 4. Public Information Officer (PIO) Communication Model. Adapted from
“Supporting the Social Media Needs of Emergency Public Information Officers with

Human-Centered Design and Development,” by A. L. Hughes, 2012. Copyright 2012 by
the University of Colorado.
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Although this model is one of the first to acknowledge the current system of
NIMS that PIOs operate within, the model reinforced the government’s positioning of
PIOs as information disseminators (one-way approach) and not proactive, strategic crisis
communicators (two-way approach). Further, and for purposes of this study, this model
does not provide direction to PIOs on development of crisis and disaster messaging, nor
does this model, outside of a NIMS identification, reflect the other stakeholders with
which PIOs engage: the internal response community.

In an effort to address the absence of comprehensive social media guidelines for
PIOs, unfortunately, the models offered by crisis communication scholars have
demonstrated a similar struggle in proposing models that provide guidance on social
media usage during crisis. In addition, with a slight exception to Hughes (2012), the
models are not informed by the federal government’s social media policy doctrines.

In summary, this chapter outlined a review of the literature in public relations,
crisis communication, and social media, as well as a professional document review of the
federal policy directives on crisis communication response. Specifically, and for purposes
of this study, social mediums such as Twitter have the potential to change aspects of
public relations and to underscore the importance of two-way symmetrical
communication (Briones et al., 2010; Muralidharan et al., 2011). This chapter
demonstrated that actions focused on engagement in the organization-public relationship
revealed social media’s ability to support symmetrical communication (Waters &
Williams, 2011). However, this chapter also established that scholars contend that,
despite research recommendations to utilize social media to advance two-way

communication, organizations and practitioners have been reluctant in developing
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symmetrical strategies for social media use. Furthermore, it is only in times of crisis that
organizations—public, nonprofit, or private—have attempted to utilize new technology
(Coombs, 1999/2007; Waters & Williams, 2011). Moreover, in a review of existing crisis
communication models, this chapter highlighted the insufficiencies of those models as
well as in the actual federal government social media policy doctrines found in the 2009
and 2013 DHS ESF 15 policy manuals. Consequently, an examination of the research
reinforces the purpose of this study to contribute to the scholarly literature by providing a
social media crisis communication model that reflects a two-way symmetrical
communication approach informed by federal policy guidelines.

Most important to this study is that the research design utilizes the grounded
theory approach and emergent processes of triangulation, which included the analysis of
various sources (crisis tweet data, elite interviews, and federal government policy
documents) to detect and identify emerging patterns, themes, and tones to develop the
proposed model (Leedy & Ormrod, 2005). Grounded theory enabled the researcher to

explore and develop theory inductively.
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Chapter 3
Methodology

Qualitative

In order to investigate the research questions presented in Chapter 1 and uncover
emerging patterns, a qualitative research approach was selected. In the last two decades,
scholars noted a growth in the use of qualitative methods to explore and analyze
relationships between policy and other text and forms of social behavior that can be
attributed, in part, to the “requirement in social policy fields to understand complex
behaviors, needs, systems and cultures” (Ritchie & Spencer, 2002, p. 305). Although
government policy scholarship is outside of the scope of this study, it is important to note
that in researching policies that impact or are impacted by societal issues and trends like
new media, a qualitative research method is recognized as significant in contributing to
explaining and providing insight and themes of these policy and social relationships
(Farmer, Robinson, Elliott & Eyles, 2006; Ritchie & Spencer, 2002).
Grounded Theory

True to the essence of qualitative research design, grounded theory draws upon
field-based data collection such as interviews, observations, and document and artifact
review. Babbie (2011) positioned grounded theory as “an inductive approach to the study
of social life that attempts to generate a theory from the constant comparing of unfolding
observations” (p. 327) toward the goal of uncovering a systematic process. Grounded
theory often “focuses on process—including people’s actions and interactions—related to
a particular topic, with the ultimate goal of developing a theory about that process”
(Leedy & Ormrod, 2005, p. 140). The purpose of this study was multifold and as such, it
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was important to explore the processes of social media crisis communication as outlined
in federal government policy documents and implemented in federal government tweets;
to learn from the experiences of federal government emergency responders; and to
develop a social media crisis communication model to reflect the role of the PIO and
federal government crisis social media messages.

Triangulation was employed in this research design due to multiple data sources:
policy documents, elite interviews and tweet content. Triangulation, a qualitative method,
is utilized when “multiple methods, sources and even investigators are used in a study”
(Farmer et al., 2006, p. 377). The triangulation approach “contributes to the validity of
the research results when the multiple methods, sources, investigators, such as those in
this dissertation study are employed” (Farmer et al., 2006, p. 377).

In addition, data in a qualitative study are not always structured, as they may
come in the forms of interview transcripts, reports, procedural manuals, observations, and
other text-based information. The overall processes of qualitative research are detection
and a process of defining, categorizing, theming, mapping. and exploring various forms
of data (Ritchie & Spencer, 2002). The processes, which entailed sorting, resorting, and
detecting themes, helped to form a structure to rework ideas. By documenting reoccurring
themes and issues that aid in identifying a thematic framework within which to sort the
data, the researcher organized the data in a process of developing a framework, as defined
by Ritchie and Spencer (2002). Therefore, this research study is an emergent design
where the researcher follows the patterns that emerge from the multiple data sources in

order to detect and identify themes.
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In order to help answer the research questions, the researcher employed a
contextual analysis of the policy documents and crisis tweets to identify the form and
nature of what actually existed in the crisis tweet texts (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Ritchie &
Spencer, 2002). The researcher extracted crisis tweets from Twitter data identified by the
official Twitter names used by select federal government agencies and media outlets
during Hurricane Sandy, October 26 to October 31, 2012. According to the Hurricane
Sandy FEMA After-Action Report, the cyclone made landfall on October 29, 2012.

Twitter was chosen because during Hurricane Sandy, ESF 15 crisis
communicators managed FEMA social media accounts that included “the newly
established Facebook and Twitter accounts” (DHS, SOP ESF 15, R-4) to provide
information about the response and recovery. Twitter has also been established in
scholarly literature as increasing in use during crisis events more than other social media
platforms due to its rapid ability to send messages to mobile devices and real-time
updates contributing to accuracy, reducing rumor circulation and situational awareness
reporting (Sreenivasan, Lee & Goh, 2011; Vieweg, Hughes, Starbird & Palen, 2010;
Yang et al., 2013). Crisis communication research centered on Twitter has appeared in
several studies, such as the 2010 floods in Pakistan (Murthy & Longwell, 2013), terror
attacks in Mumbai, India (Stelter & Cohen, 2008), Wild Canyon forest fire in Colorado
(Sutton et al., 2014), and research studies of Hurricane Sandy (Chatfield, Scholl &
Brajawidagda, 2014; Imran, Diaz, Elbassuoni, Castillo & Meier, 2013). The growing
interest in Twitter in crisis communication research studies, along with the increased use

of Twitter overall during a crisis, are clearly worthy areas of investigation as evidenced in
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this study. Results will contribute to the existing as well as the emerging body of crisis
communication research.

A key aspect of Twitter applied to this study was the function of retweeting (RT)
or sharing a message with others, a function that researchers identify as an “informal
recommendation system” that has been found to be used to “propagate information”
(Sutton et al., 2014, p. 767). Multiple exposures to a message happen in the process of
retransmitting a message in which new and existing users are re-exposed to content.
Research shows an increased confidence in the information being shared (Sutton et al.,
2014). Retweeting (RT) has important implications for researchers in exploring the types
of shared information, as well as the behavioral implications behind users’ decisions to
retweet (Herverin & Zach, 2010; Sutton et al., 2014). The RT function can also aid crisis
communicators in learning more about the themes, styles, and formats of crisis data RTs
in order to develop the best use of crisis social media text to relay prevention, mitigation,
and recovery information to large audiences. Strategic messages can also be extracted to
enhance internal operations such as situational reporting that can aid first-responders and
other government agencies reacting to a crisis. Sutton et al. (2014) asserted that “a focus
tweet exposure and how tweets might be amplified across a social network through serial
transmission (i.e. reposting or retweeting) is missing from recent research” (p. 768).
Data Collection

Twitter. The researcher gathered 982 tweets, segmented by RT counts and dates:
pre-, during, or post- event. The crisis tweets were analyzed for emerging themes and
commonalities in content and style. The types of URLs found in each crisis tweet were

segmented and analyzed. The crisis tweets analyzed for this study were posted by seven
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agencies: FEMA (@FEMA); FEMA Region 1 (@femaregionl); FEMA Region 2
(@femaregion2); FEMA Region 3 (@femadregion3); Department of Homeland Security
(@dhsgov); National Hurricane Center Atlantic (@nhc_atlantic); and National Oceanic
Atmospheric Administration (@noaa). In addition to the federal agencies’ Twitter
messages, tweets from local and national news outlets were analyzed in an effort to
explore and inform the creation of the revised PIO model proposed in this study. The
media represented were national broadcast outlet ABC (@abc); national, elite print
publication The New York Times (@nytimes); and local media outlets: ABC7
(@ABCTNY) and the New Jersey based Star-Leger newspaper (@starledger). A
stratified sample of Twitter posts collected by Arizona State University’s (ASU)
TweetTracker Lab was used to collect the federal government and media tweet data. The
search pulled Twitter data by user account (the seven federal government accounts and
four media accounts listed above); content of the actual tweet text; date tweet posted; and
retweet count; and inclusion of selected hashtags by user of the following hashtags:
#Sandy, #Frankenstorm, #hurricanesandy, and #hurricane.

The purpose of the TweetTracker platform is to provide timely, accurate, and
unbiased information about crisis events to dispatchers and first-responders, as well as
researchers. The objective of this project is to empower first-responders with relevant,
actionable local information gleaned from social media. ASU has successfully built and
deployed systems such as ASU Coordination Tracker (ACT), BlogTrackers,
CrisisTracker, and TweetTracker platforms to tackle large data issues. TweetTracker
APIs, used for this study, is a vast collection of crisis-related tweets that, to date, have

been shared and used by more than 70 organizations including, but not limited to, the
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Pacific Disaster Center (PDC) and University of Arkansas at Little Rock. The
TweetTracker platform, desktop versions, and TweetTracker data have been made
available to multiple academic institutions, nonprofit organizations and government
agencies, including the Naval Postgraduate School, Carnegie Mellon University, the
United States Military Academy, Naval Postgraduate School, George Mason University,
The Red Cross, and the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD). The
application of TweetTracker reflects the vision of Lindsay (2011) in that social media use
by the government should “move beyond information dissemination and be used
systematically and strategically to move agencies, such as FEMA, to improve response
and recovery capabilities” (p. 2).

Social media policy documents. The social media policy documents collected
and reviewed were the 2009 and 2013 Department of Homeland Security (DHS) Standard
Operating Procedures for Emergency Support Function 15 (ESF 15). These public
documents are available on the DHS and FEMA websites and can also be found through
a Google search under “FEMA Crisis Communication Policies.” These policy directives
integrate the public affairs and the Joint Information Center (JIC), Congressional Affairs,
Intergovernmental Affairs and Planning and Products under the umbrella of External
Affairs. The relevance of these documents in informing this study is that these specific
federal policy directives outline the structure and flow of communication, including
social media communication, during a crisis event that requires a federal response. The
ESF 15 policy directives for crisis communications are applicable for all public
emergencies including, but not limited to, acts of terrorism, shootings, natural and

manmade disasters, and environmental hazards and threats.
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The 2013 policy directive used is, as of the date of this study, the most recent
federal government crisis communications directive affecting social media use during a
crisis event. The 2009 document was included in this study because it was the most
recent federal government policy directive available to PIOs for Hurricane Sandy. The
ESF 15 was created to ensure that during a crisis incident information is accurate, timely
and reaches the intended targeted audiences — governments, media, private sector and the
“local populace” (DHS, SOP, 2013, pp. 5-6).

Elite interviews. For purposes of this study, a qualitative emergent design was
employed that used triangulation to capture information from multiple sources, including
elite interview subjects. Elite interviews are in-depth discussions with people with special
knowledge, chosen by the researcher because of who they are or what position they
occupy (Dexter, 1970; Hochschild, 2009). The researcher conducted elite interviews with
two FEMA officials who were familiar with federal government response policy
directives and who had been active in response positions during a major disaster.

Qualitative researchers use interviews to “elicit language forms” (Lindlof &
Taylor, 2011, p. 175) used by the participants. Interviews enable researchers to “gather
information about things or processes that cannot be observed effectively by other
means” (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011, p. 175). Interviews can also be used to inquire about
past events as well as to verify, validate, or comment on information obtained from other
sources.

This study applied a three-step responsive interviewing approach that included (a)
the researcher and the interview subject formed a relationship during the interview

process that results in ethical responsibilities for the researcher; (b) the goal of the study
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focused on depth of understanding more then breadth; (c) the researcher maintained a
flexible design throughout the study (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). The interview subjects were
offered “special, non-standardized treatment,” which included “stressing the
interviewee’s definition of the situation; encouraging the interviewer to structure the
account of the situation; letting the interviewee introduce, to a considerable extent,
notions of what the subject regards as relevant” (Dexter, 1970, p. 5).

The elite interview subjects were Colonel Terry Ebbert, United States Marine
Corps (retired), founder of Ebbert & Associates, a firm that provides planning, training,
and education in all aspects of emergency preparedness, public safety, disaster
management, and security matters. Colonel Ebbert was the former Director of Homeland
Security for the City of New Orleans. Other assignments included serving as the Military
Secretary to the Commandant of the Marine Corps and Commanding Officer of The
Basic School for Marine Officers. He was a recipient of the Navy Cross, the nation's
second highest award for valor for leadership actions in the Republic of Vietnam. Colonel
Ebbert currently served as a Distinguished Visiting Fellow to the Homeland Security
Institute (HSI).

Kelly Hudson, an External Affairs Officer for FEMA, also participated as an elite
interview subject. Hudson was an ESF 15 officer with 12 years of disaster and crisis
experience at FEMA as a lead ESF 15 overseeing JIC operations. Her experience
included such crises as the Joplin, Missouri tornados, Hurricane Katrina, and the BP
Deepwater Horizon oil spill.

Dr. Huan Liu, Professor, Computer Science and Engineering in the School of

Computing, Informatics, and Decision Systems Engineering; Ira A. Fulton Schools of
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Engineering, Arizona State University and senior researcher; and Fred Morstatter, co-
author of Twitter Data Analytics (2014), also served as elite interview participants.
Informed by Harvey (2011), the process for conducting and collecting data for the
interviews was as follows:
* Each respondent was asked the same series of questions.
* The questions were created prior to the interview.
* There was generally little room for variation in responses and no open-ended
questions were included.
* The interviewer played a neutral role and acted professional and friendly, but
did not assert their opinion in the interview.
There are a range of ways to collect and record structured interview data. The data
collections methods related to this study included:
* Telephone interviews where the participants' responses were recorded.
* In-person interviews during which participant responses were recorded via
audio tape.
* Email response from Dr. Huan Liu, who was ill and away from his office.
* Colonel Ebbert interview based upon handwritten responses and audio
recording.
The interview schedule and list of questions (see Figure 5) for federal government
officials and TweetTracker representatives reflected variations that were dependent upon

their knowledge base.
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Government
Officials

~

*How have you used or guided the use of social media during a crisis event?

*How do federal government agencies define social media?

*How are federal government policies on social media being integrated at
state and local levels of government?

*What are the training and education programs in place to help PIOs use
social media?

TweetTracker
Representatives

*What was the genesis of the TweetTracker? \

*Why was Hurricane Sandy chosen as the crisis to investigate?

*What is the interest in the TweetTracker from institutions such as the U.S.
Navy?

*What do other educational institutions seek from the TweetTracker?

*What are some of the findings from the TweetTracker Lab's research?

+It is my understanding that the TweetTracker Lab is primarily a technically
focused project, was audience engagement a part of the process? /

v

Figure 5. Interview questions

Data Analysis

Twitter. In a study of Hurricane Sandy crisis tweet texts, Sutton et al. (2014)

found that tweets that were “more on topic” (p. 778) were retweeted or shared more often

than those that were not on topic. Since this study proposed a model to guide PIOs in

creating crisis tweet content, the analysis of the data included discerning the

characteristics of retweets in order to assess a pattern in crisis text themes and format

based on sharing activity. The crisis tweet data collected by TweetTracker were resorted

over a four-week time period and reorganized to include RT count. Several computer and

manual reviews of the crisis tweet data for emerging themes and tones continued until
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established themes and tones had been established. Each step benefitted from
consultation with Dr. Liu to maintain accuracy.

Three groups of RT counts emerged based on several reviews of the crisis tweet
data. The data revealed the majority of the RT counts ranged from single digits to as high
as 100, with a minority of the RT’s above 500 and even a smaller number of tweets with
RTs exceeding 1,000. Therefore, the RT groups were RTs >100<99; <99 >49 and <48>0
(see Appendix B).

Each established numerical RT grouping reflected the content of the crisis tweets
reviewed for emerging patterns in theme and tone. Hatch (2002) defines a pattern is
defined as a repetitive, regular or consistent occurrence or action that appear more than
twice (p. 5). For qualitative research, patterns are evidence of findings that demonstrate
repetition or habits (p. 6). Hatch also offered that patterns can be characterized in
different ways, meaning that patterns can be similarities, differences, evidence of
frequency, sequence, causation or correspondence (p. 6). In this data analysis, patterns
were characterized by frequency.

A review of crisis tweets revealed emerging patterns with crisis tweets that
provided specific directions to vulnerable communities on actions such as evacuation
routes and shelter locations at the greatest (above 50) frequency. These tweets included
language such as “do,” “don’t do,” “check,” or some other related directive or instruction
(directional/informational/how to). In addition, there were descriptions of the enormity of
the hurricane and potential consequences, such as flooding or business closures due to the
severity of the hurricane (update/impact). People were also made aware that the hurricane

was approaching and given steps to take in advance to reduce harm
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(prewarning/safety/impact), as well as alerts regarding the severity and status of the
hurricane (impact/update) and projections of an announcement or broadcast tone, such as
announcing evacuations for certain areas or that the mayor had a press conference.
However, these offered no further information, just the announcement of information
(update/headline or announcement/impact).

These initial patterns were categorized as the following themes: Headline and
Announcement, Informational, Directional, Impact, Prewarning, Safety, Update, and
“How To.” Themes and tones were organized based on themes and tones, and three
themes and two tones were established: Directional (D), Prewarning (PW), Update (U),
and tones were Headline/Announcement (HA) and Impact (I). These themes and tones
were most often in the greater than 100, or above a 48 RT count category. Dominant
themes combined with other themes produced dual-themed crisis tweet content.

Another important note in this stage of the data analysis, addressed in the Discussion
section, is that although the emerging themes and tones were consistent in both the media
and federal government crisis tweet text, there was a difference in the RT count
discovered based on the inclusion of a URL, hashtag, (@mention from a federal
government agency or a media outlet. Table 2 displays Hurricane Sandy theme and tone

crisis definitions.
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Table 2

Hurricane Sandy Theme and Tone Crisis Definitions

Themes Description FEMA Phase Example
*Directional Crisis tweets that provided All Phases “Turn the refrigerator to its
Theme (D) specific instructions to coldest setting and keep its

public on how to manage doors closed. #Sandy
the crisis response, http://go.usa.gov/Yp4H” -
recovery and other stages Public Sector, @DHSgov
Prewarning Crisis tweets that alerted Preparedness  “As #Sandy moves up the
Theme (PW) the public of an impending coast, make sure your
crisis and recommended emergency kit is up to date
behavior adjustments to and ready to go. Learn more
mitigate/prevent impacts here:
http://go.usa.gov/Yp4H” —
Public Sector, @FEMA
Update (U) Crisis tweets that provided ~ Preparedness  “Hurricane #Sandy
Theme specific information on Intermediate advisory 28A
the status of threat Response issued. Sandy now moving
north-northwestward and
Recovery accelerating
http://go.usa.gov/W3H”-
Public Sector, @FEMA
*Headline/ Crisis tweets that had the Preparedness  “10/28: President Obama
Announcement tone of a broadcast or received a #Sandy briefing”
Tone (HA) amplification of a message Response @fema HQ @femaregionl
designed to grab attention
Recovery
Impact Tone (I) Posts that state the Preparedness  “(Oct 29) #Sandy is bringing
expected or resulting high winds & heavy rains.
damages from the crisis -- Response Avoid standing water &
depth of expected or actual watch for downed limbs and
flooding, injuries/fatalities, Recovery power lines.” - Public Sector,

power outages, etc.

(@DHSgov
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Social media policy directives. The social media policy directives analyzed were
the DHS ESF 15 federal government policies that provided guidelines on social media
use during a crisis event. The primary policy documents authored by DHS highlighted
social media usage in the agency’s 2009 and 2013 ESF 15 Standard Operating
Procedures manual. These specific guidelines were analyzed for emerging themes to
assess compliance between the policy directives and the actual crisis tweet text.

A review of the 2009 policy document appears in Annex R titled “Emergency
Support Function #15 External Affairs Social Media.” The purpose states that the social
media policy directives were designed to “outline the plan for Federal departments and
agencies to use interactive communications (Web and Social Media)” ( p. R-1). These
guidelines focused on website and press newsroom operations. For example, the
guidelines emphasized providing background information, announcements, and updates,
which connote a reactionary communications practice and reflect the public information
model approach of disseminating information through the mass media and controlled
media without a vehicle for feedback—a broadcast not an engagement practice.

New technology is also positioned in policy directives as a “technique” that
“may” be used to inform the public (DHS SOP ESF 15, 2009, R-2). Again, this is an
announcement and update function, not a strategic nor an engagement communications
approach. This section continued to list definitions of various web and social media
tools, such as Wikipedia, Text Messaging, Twitter, and Widgets. Social Networks were
described as “future” instruments that government may use to “connect” with the public.
In this 2009 description, Facebook and MySpace were the two referenced social network

examples. Twitter was positioned as an instrument that the federal government can use to

68



“push” disaster messages to users that “broadcasts updates, press releases, preparedness
massages and instructions.” The last section of Annex R, “4.0 Content,” is one-sentence
that repeats guidelines to provide, broadcast, and disseminate information.

Much of the language and sections of the 2013 social media policy directives
were consistent with the 2009 policy directives. Differences in the purpose and concept
of operations sections are discussed in the Findings section. Similarly, the section for
“Department and Agency Websites” guided PIOs to use social media to coordinate up-to-
date information and added guidelines to “cross-link” and share information with other
government agencies. The “Federal Newsroom” section was eliminated from the 2013
version and replaced with usa.gov as the website to serve as a coordinating source of
information for agencies during a response.

A new section added to the 2013 social media policy directives was “Department
and Agency Social Media Sites” and replaced the 2009 “Federal Newsroom” and “Social
Media.” This new section offered guidelines as to how federal agencies should manage

29 ¢6

existing government social media accounts. In this analysis, “amplify,” “updates” and
“dissemination” of information were emerging themes, reinforcing similar guidance
themes in the 2009 policy directives that demonstrate nonstrategic, reactive, and one-
directional, asymmetrical broadcast or announcement functions that do not offer or

99 ¢

encourage feedback or interaction. Although, “crosslinking,” “engagement,” and
“sharing” were terms in the 2013 social media policy directives, only one policy directive

addressing engagement with the public was provided, and that was to “ask” users to RT

and share information.
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Section “4.0, Messaging and Distribution,” offered more “preferred” directives
regarding content and message development for social media. This section positioned
social media as “the best way to support the response and recovery of efforts and engage
audiences” (DHS ESF 15 SOP, 2013, p. R-3). The emerging themes among these
“preferred” content and messaging guidelines for social media use were “updates,”
“amplifying,” and “cross link” messages from other agencies. In addition, “monitoring”
was also a theme regarding social media use in the policy directives. A special pull-out
box titled, “Hurricane Sandy: Case Study” was highlighted in this section (see Appendix
(), positioning social media monitoring as one of the successes during of Hurricane
Sandy. Two of the points of social success during Hurricane Sandy were:

The social media team worked across ESF #15 to develop and write social media

content, and to manage the FEMA social media accounts — including the newly

established Facebook and Twitter accounts that provided specific updates about

Sandy response and recovery.

Additionally, the team used social media for situational awareness including

information about social media discussions on power outages, volunteering and

donations, and sentiment about the response efforts, that was shared with

Department, ESF #15, and interagency leadership, as well as the National

Response Coordination Center, Joint Field Offices, and other important partners.

(DHS ESF SOP, 2013, pp. R-4).

The overall emerging themes from the 2009 and 2013 Social Media sections of
the DHS ESF 15 SOPs were that social media content should provide updates of the
crisis event, disseminate information about resources, and amplify messages from other
agencies and to crosslink or refer to other agencies. Appendix A outlines the specific
social media policy directives analyzed:

This crisis tweet data and the federal government social media policy documents

were organized on an Excel spreadsheet and sorted based on the definitions of themes
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and tones identified by the researcher. The crisis tweet formed the rows of the Excel
spreadsheet used to identify the contextual themes and tones outlined in the Data
Analysis section (see Table 2). Columns were also added that captured RT count (see
Appendix B).

Elite interviews. In providing context and addressing how federal government
agencies define social media, Colonel Ebbert explained that the “capabilities of the
technology have been beyond the people who run them.” Colonel Ebbert stated that the
U.S. government is “getting better” at “pushing information proactively,” although
Ebbert admitted that the government’s capacity to respond to the public utilizing social
media remains an issue that he described as “overwhelming.”

When discussing education, Ebbert responded that there remains a need for
“education” at all levels on social media. Specifically, he stated that there is a “need to
build discipline in new media that is similar to the discipline that has been established in
radio,” and that there is a need to determine or “preplan.” His reasoning was that “in the
area of digital communications, there is a great need and room for improvement in many
governments, not just the U.S.,” because “digital communications impacts every area of
the response.”

When discussing training and education, Kelly Hudson revealed that social media
at the federal government level was still in an “infancy” stage. In fact, she noted that
although the Digital Communications Specialist was placed under the JIC Manager in the
ESF 15 policy directives, when she had served as the ESF 15 lead, she had placed this
specialist under Planning and Products for a more strategic use. Hudson stated that

Planning and Products was where the messages were “produced” like the “news
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releases.” Hudson stated that news release creation and social media message creation
work together. She reported that currently, FEMA views social media as an “operational
tool.” Echoing Ebbert’s perspective, Hudson concurred that social media was used to
“push” messages out to the public.

Another revealing comment by Hudson also reinforced the federal government
social media policy directives that focused on the use of social media to seek out
incorrect information about a crisis (rumors) and correct the information using social
media and traditional media channels. This practice of seeking information from the
public only for one purpose—to reveal rumors, and then to “push” out the corrected
information—is reflective of the public information model practice as described by
Grunig and Hunt (1984). Hudson stated:

The digital communications specialist — is for analysis because they're out looking

at all of the sites, the various forums, like Facebook, and Twitter, and they're

analyzing what the community is saying about the recovery process or the
response, and when they bring that information in, that becomes the source of
rumor, rumor control. So, if folks are spreading the wrong piece of information
around, or we see something that's trending with what might look like something
that's fraudulent...then we go back to inform our Planning and Products where
they are doing the strategic messaging and we begin to reshape how we can
counter that information.

Hudson emphasized that the most trusted channel to tell the story is traditional
media, “. . . if you go back to how we first began, news releases go out. The news
releases still tell the story of programs that are coming to the field, what people should
do, what dangers they should look out for . . ..”

Ebbert and Hudson’s interviews reinforced that social media usage by the federal

government was primarily a function of “pushing” out messages. It is also important to

note that at the time of this research a revised edition was in the process of development
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and due to the ranking and status of the interview participants that were solicited, many
of them had to have a clearance to participate. The clearance was not granted.

In response to how government agencies utilize TweetTracker, Fred Morstatter, a
senior researcher in the Data Mining and Machine Learning (DMML) program that
created the TweetTracker, stated that the social media platform initially designed as a tool
for humanitarian and disaster relief assistance was now available to over 200 agencies,
including federal government agencies and disaster relief organizations. Morstatter
explained the genesis for TweetTracker: “Research shows that when something happens,
people tweet about it before they call 9-1-1. So, we decided to develop a tool to collect
this information. The Arab Spring was the first project for TweetTracker.”

In terms of audience engagement, Morstatter commented that audience
engagement had not been something they considered designing TweetTracker to analyze.
However, he stated that the data from the TweetTracker were used by an organization to
track tweet dialogue:

The closest project to audience engagement, would be a project by Humanitarian

Row that wanted to find out why people do not go to shelters during disasters.

TweetTracker was used to examine public conversations about this issue and the

organization learned that people with pets did not go to shelters because they did

not know what to do with the pet. So, they adjusted their messages to educate

people about this issue.
Assumptions and Limitations

According to Leedy and Ormrod (2005), “Assumptions are so basic that, without

them, the research problem itself could not exist” (p. 62). Simon (2011) further asserted

that qualitative researchers assume that research is context bound, meaning, as

demonstrated in this qualitative emergent design triangulation that “patterns and theories
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can be explicated to develop a profound understanding of a situation or phenomenon” (p.
1). The key philosophical assumption of qualitative research, according to Merriam
(1998), is the view that individuals construct reality by interacting with their social
worlds. It is assumed that meaning is embedded in people's experiences, and in context of
this study, crisis events, that these meanings can be mediated through the investigator's
own perceptions. The key concern, according to Simon (2011) is to understand the
phenomenon of interest from the participants’ perspectives, not the researcher’s.
Limitations, however, are potential weaknesses in a study and are out of the researcher’s
control (Simon, 2011).
The following are limitation in this study:
(a) Limited to the study of a federally declared major disaster, i.e., Hurricane
Sandy, that in compliance with the Stafford Act, requires a federal government
response. State and local crisis communication response efforts are not included
in this study.
(b) This study examines the time period of the disaster response phase October 26
- October 31, 2012 and not the entire phase of the recovery. FEMA chronicles the
incident period from October 26 - November 8, 2012.
(c) Interviews are directed to those disaster response officials willing to
participate and assigned to or with first-hand knowledge of the disaster
communication duties in the Joint Information Center (JIC).
Definition of Terms
Identifying the research process, procedure, and limitations helped define the scope

of the study and provided a basis for comparison with similar case studies (Lincoln &
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Guba, 1985). Furthermore, precise, clear definitions aided the researcher in clarifying the
meaning and method of the study, especially with terms that may be interpreted in a
multitude of ways; therefore, key elements are defined both conceptually and
operationally.

Conceptual definitions. Conceptual definitions describe the meaning of a word
and specify the different aspects of a construct (Wimmer & Dominick, 2011). Through
conceptual definitions, abstract concepts are “refined and specified” (Babbie, 2013, p.
147). The following conceptual definitions were applied to this research study.

Crisis: An event and/or a situation which endangers the established system, the
health, life, and property of its members . . . the term “crisis” is treated as being separated
from . . . other concepts based on the intensity and scope of influence. The terms disaster,
hazard, accident, etc., refer to only one event and/or situation, while crisis includes the
concepts of natural disasters, manmade/technological disasters, and social disasters (Kim
& Lee, 2001, p. 502).

Disaster declaration: The Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency
Assistance Act, 42 U.S.C. §§ 5121-5207 (the Stafford Act) §401 states in part:

All requests for a declaration by the President that a major disaster exists shall be

made by the Governor of the affected State. . . . Based on the Governor's request,

the President may declare that a major disaster or emergency exists, thus
activating an array of Federal programs to assist in the response and recovery

effort (pp. 1-3).

Disaster phases: The National Governors’ Association (NGA) in the late 1970s
developed four phases to describe the steps and activities that encompass emergency
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management: Mitigation, Preparation, Response, and Recovery. In 2006, FEMA
established Prevention, as a fifth phase.

Disaster response: During the disaster response phase, a trigger event ignites a
disaster and organizations focus on mitigating harm and damage (Seeger et al., 2003).

Federal agency: “Any department, independent establishment, government
corporation, or other agency of the executive branch of the Federal government,
including the U.S. Postal Service, but not including the ARC” (FEMA, Mission
Assignment SOPs Draft, 2007, p. 51).

Risk: “A measure of the probability that damage to life, property, and/or the
environment will occur if a hazard manifests itself: this measure includes the severity of
anticipated consequences to people.” (EPA, Technical Guidance for Hazards Analysis,
1987, p. A-7).

Social media: Social media refers to several web-based platforms that allow users
to develop personal or professional profiles, create or co-create content in a public or
semi-public space. Social media platforms also allow users to connect and share content
with other user profiles and/or content (Houston et al., 2014).

Operational definitions. Operationalization is the process of specifying the exact
operations involved in measuring a term to result in empirical observations of concepts in
a real-world setting commitment to a specific set of operations involved in measuring a
term (Babbie, 2011). Operational definitions describe the procedures used to observe or
measure the topics for the research questions and other key elements of the study (Rubin,
Rubin, Haridakis & Piele, 2010). The following operational definitions apply to this

study.
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@reply or mention/Twitter handle means a Twitter update (a tweet) that is
directed to another user in reply to their update. An @reply will be saved in the user's
“Replies” tab. Replies are sent either by clicking the “reply” icon next to an update or
typing @ username message (Beal, 2013). It is also known as a Twitter handle.

Crisis Tweet data were utilized for this study of Hurricane Sandy tweets during
the timeframe of October 26-31, 2012.

Department of Homeland Security (DHS), created in 2003, incorporates many
federal government agencies that are responsible for reacting to a wide-range of disasters
and threats. A Cabinet-level agency, DHS’s activities and functions range from border
security to emergency response and cyber security (Rubin, 2012, DHS.gov).

Directional theme (D) refers to crisis tweets that provided specific instructions to
public on how to manage the crisis response, recovery and other stages.

ESF 15 SOP, or Emergency Support Function 15 Standard Operating Procedures,
is a set of procedures and protocols for the ESF 15 function to support federal domestic
incident management during an incident requiring a coordinated federal response (DHS
ESF 15 SOP, 2013, p. 6).

ESF 15 team develops and executes an external affairs strategy to support the
incident action plan. This team utilizes the ESF15 SOP to guide all operations. A central
feature of the ESF 15 is to bring unity of effort to all strategic communications planning
and implementation. The components of ESF 15 are: Intergovernmental Affairs, Public
Affairs/Joint Information Center, Congressional Affairs and Private Sector. The Planning

and Products component of ESF 15 includes the development of all external and internal
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communications strategies and products for the ESF 15 organization (DHS ESF 15 SOP,
2013, pp. 9-10).

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), created in 1979 under
President Jimmy Carter, was designed to address all phases of emergency management:
preparedness, mitigation, response, and recovery. To do this, FEMA works with agencies
and organizations, including state and local emergency management agencies, other
federal agencies that have statutory authority for emergency management, nonprofit and
private sector organizations. On March 1, 2003, FEMA became part of the Department of
Homeland Security (DHS) (Rubin, 2012).

FEMA Region I serves Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire,
Rhode Island and Vermont. FEMA Region I works closely with state, local and tribal
emergency management partners in New England to prepare for, protect against, respond
to and recover from all hazards (FEMA.gov).

FEMA Region 2 is responsible for disaster response support and efforts in New
York, New Jersey, Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands (FEMA.gov).

FEMA Region 3 has a population that ranges from densely urban in Washington,
D.C. and Philadelphia to sparsely rural in the hills and valleys of West Virginia
(FEMA.gov).

Hashtags (#) are developed in emergencies to aid people in monitoring
communications from multiple sources surrounding an incident (St. Denis, Palen &
Anderson, 2014; Sutton, 2008).

Headline/Announcement tone (HA) refers to crisis tweets that had the tone of

broadcast or amplification of a message designed to grab the reader’s interest or attention.
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Impact tone (I) refers to posts that state the expected or resulting damages from
the crisis, such as depth of expected or actual flooding, injuries/fatalities, power outages.

Mitigation is a phase of Emergency Management designed to promote strategies
and actions to reduce loss from future threats.

National Incident Management System (NIMS) is a comprehensive, national
approach to incident management that provides a template for incident management,
regardless of cause, size, location or complexity (FEMA NIMS Overview, 2011).

National Response Framework (NRF) is a guide as to how the nation responds to
all types of disasters and emergencies. NRF provides guidance for the whole
community—private sector, public sector, nongovernmental agencies, and the general
public. NRF addresses the mission areas of prevention, protection, mitigation, response,
and recovery. The NRF is always in effect, and elements of it can be implemented at any
level at anytime (DHS ESF 15 SOP, 2013, pp. 6-7).

NHC Atlantic, or the National Hurricane Center, is a unit of the National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Agency (NOAA) and a component of the National Centers for
Environmental Prediction (NCEP) located at Florida International University in Miami,
Florida. NHC’s mission is to save lives, mitigate property loss, and improve economic
efficiency by issuing the best watches, warnings, forecasts, and analyses of hazardous
tropical weather and by increasing understanding of these hazards (NHC Atlantic.gov).

NOAA, or the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Agency, is a unit within the
U.S. Department of Commerce. NOAA’s mission is to understand and predict changes in
climate, weather, oceans, and coasts; share that knowledge and information with others;

and conserve and manage coastal and marine ecosystems and resources (NOAA.gov).
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Preparedness is a phase of Emergency Management designed to communicate
preparedness messages that encourage and educate the public in anticipation of an
impending threat.

Prewarning theme (PW) refers to crisis tweets that alerted the public of an
impending crisis and recommended behavior adjustments to mitigate or prevent negative
impacts caused or could be caused by the impending crisis.

Public Affairs/Joint Information Center (JIC) activities ensure the coordinated
and timely release of incident-related prevention, preparedness, response, recovery and
mitigation information to the public. ESF 15 provides interagency coordination
mechanisms and resource support for federal JIC activities (DHS SOP ESF 15, 2013).

Public Information Officer (P10) advises and represents the Incident Command
on all public information matters relating to the management of the incident. The Public
Information Officer supports the Incident Command structure as a member of the
Command Staff. PIOs are able to create coordinated and consistent incident-related
public messages through appropriate channels, using the most effective means available
(DHS, ESF 15 2013).

Recovery is a phase of Emergency Management designed to provide individuals
and communities impacted by a threat with information on how to receive disaster relief
(FEMA, Chapter 1, Introduction to Crisis, Disaster and Risk Management Concepts, p.
17).

Response is a phase of Emergency Management designed to provide to the public

notification and specific information on an ongoing disaster or threat.
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Retweet, abbreviated as RT, is used on the Twitter website to indicate that the user
is tweeting content that has been posted by another user. The format is RT @username
where username is the Twitter name of the user being retweeted.

Tweet describes a Twitter update using 140 characters or less. People tweet
personal messages, random thoughts, post links or anything else that fits in the character
requirements (Beal, 2013).

Twitter is an online social networking service that enables users to send and read
short 140-character messages called "tweets." Registered users can read and post tweets,
but unregistered users can only read them.

Update (U) theme refers to crisis tweets that provided specific information on the
status of threat.

Summary

This chapter provided an overview of the characteristics and principles of
grounded theory and triangulation and how they guided this study’s research design. Data
collection procedures were outlined and explained. In addition, the subsequent steps of

data analysis were presented in relation to theory development.

81



Chapter 4
Findings

This section outlines the findings from an emergent design triangulation research
methodology as described in Chapter 3 that established a pattern of reoccurring themes
derived from multiple reviews, sorting, and categorizing of Twitter crisis tweet data,
federal government social media policy directives, and responses from participants in
elite interviews. Findings from this process have been applied to six research questions.
This section presents the findings.

RQ1: What is the overall theme of the Twitter postings between October 26-October 31
(Hurricane Sandy)?

The findings from a contextual analysis of Hurricane Sandy crisis tweet data
identified three emerging themes (Directional, Prewarning, and Update) that were
prominent among the crisis tweets analyzed during the established timeframe. However,
the findings revealed that the overall theme was Directional. As outlined in Table 2,
Directional themed crisis tweets provided specific instructions to the public on how to
manage the crisis before, during, and after impact. Prewarning themed tweets alerted the
public of the approaching hurricane and recommended behavior adjustments to mitigate
or prevent negative impacts from the impending crisis. Update themed tweets were
tweets positioned within the context of time (schools closing today, storm brings high
winds tomorrow) or new information that had been unavailable previously or had been
changed.

RQ2: What is the overall tone of the Twitter postings between October 26-October 31
(Hurricane Sandy)?
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The two emerging tones were Headline/Announcement and Impact. The findings
showed that Headline/Announcement was the overall tone of the crisis tweet data. The
Headline/Announcement tone was categorized as crisis tweets that projected a broadcast
or amplification tone designed to grab attention, i.e., “Stay away from windows during
hurricanes” (FEMA Region 1, 2012). Some of these themed tweets were identified by the
newspaper headline format in which they were written where the first letter of each word
was capitalized and the total tweet character count was less than 30 characters, i.e., “East
Coast Braces for Sandy” (FEMA Region 1, 2012).

RQ3: Do the Twitter postings during October 26-October 31 (Hurricane Sandy) contain
risk communication messages (impending threats to health or environment)?

The findings from the crisis tweet data revealed that risk communication
messages, like the above examples, were not common themes in the crisis tweet data
during the established timeframe of this study. The National Research Council (1989)
defined risk communication as “an exchange of information about the nature, magnitude
significance or control of a risk” (p. 2). As noted in Chapter 2, risk communication
messages were most often associated with advanced warnings that discussed with
vulnerable communities “threat sensing and assessment” (Reynolds & Seeger, 2005, p.
45). These types of messages were most often part of public awareness campaigns with
preestablished timeframes and focused on known negative consequences of risks, usually
health or environmental, such as risks associated with smoking, drunk driving, or
pandemics and how negative impacts from these risks can be reduced or prevented. Risk
messages are long-term in scope, a precrisis message that fosters awareness and
understanding (Reynolds & Seeger, 2005). For example, the following Prewarning crisis
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tweet text shared information about steps and adjustments the public needed to take in
preparation for hurricanes in general. These tweets encouraged conversation about
physical and mental preparation for a crisis that allowed those potentially affected to
assess the crisis and how it could alter their environment:

“What to do before, during, and after a #hurricane. On the web:

http://www.Ready.gov/hurricanes On your phone: http://m.fema.gov/hurricanes.htm”

(NOAA, 2012).

“Disasters are stressful! Here are some coping tips:
http://www.ready.gov/coping-with-disaster Hotline: 800-985-5990 #Sandy” (ABC,
2102).

For purposes of this study, Prewarning crisis tweets were identified as the tweets
in the data that were posted before landfall of Hurricane Sandy, October 26-27. Because
risk communication messages also focus on understanding and education before and after
impacts of a risk, crisis tweet data captured during the recover phase was also included in
an effort to explore this research question. The timeframe for the recovery tweets was
October 30-31.

In addition, an analysis of Prewarning-themed tweets revealed that the
Prewarning crisis tweets were often integrated with specific information about the crisis,
which is an element of crisis communication (Covello, 1992; Reynolds & Seeger, 2005)
and thus produced a dual-themed crisis tweet. For example, the following crisis tweet
urged preparation actions for the hurricane’s landfall, and also offered specific
instructions on how to prepare for Hurricane Sandy as opposed to preparation in general

for hurricane season:
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“As #Sandy continues to move up the coast, make sure your emergency kit is up

to date & ready to go. Learn more here: http://go.usa.gov/Yp4H” (NOAA, 2012).

RQ4: Do the Twitter postings during October 26-October 31 (Hurricane Sandy) contain
crisis communication messages (updates and information about the specific event)?

The findings support RQ4 and find that crisis communication messages were
prevalent in the Hurricane Sandy tweet data. Crisis communication as a strategy and
practice focuses on communication about how to prevent, mitigate, and respond before,
during, and after specific public emergencies, natural and environmental disasters;
therefore, messaging reflects the same elements (Mileti & Sorensen, 1990; Reynolds &
Seeger, 2005). Historically, crisis communication messages were disseminated through
the mass media to stakeholders and other targeted publics to provide specific information
about the crisis, as well as how to reduce the negative outcomes of a crisis to the public,
organizations, and stakeholders (Coombs, 1999). The type of message that provides
information about the crisis and the steps how to manage the crisis have been established
as crisis communication messages (Coombs, 1999). For example, the following tweet
demonstrates a specific Hurricane Sandy crisis communication message:

“#Sandy: Double check your emergency kit for canned food, a can opener, plenty
of water, batteries, a flashlight, radio & pet items” (@NHC-Atlantic, 2012).

Findings from the crisis tweet data revealed that crisis communication messages
reinforced the Directional themes and projected the Headline/Announcement tones. In the
example above, this crisis tweet includes a list of directives on specific actions for a user
to take in an amplified tone of the announcement specifically for #Sandy, not a general

hurricane preparation list. Another important note is that this crisis communication tweet
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does not offer opportunities for an exchange of information—only instructions or
directions, thus, employing a one-way direction of communication as opposed to a two-
way communication exchange.

Citing Heath (2004), crisis scholars Waters and Williams (2011) advanced that
circumstances, such as crises, are actually “best for one-way communication” in order to
protect the public (p. 355). In contrast, other scholars posit that organizations use the
crisis communication function of issues management during a crisis, which is more in
alignment with two-way symmetrical communication that seeks information about its
environment and utilizes this information in a way to proactively create a collaborative,
reciprocal communications environment between organizations and stakeholders.
Additionally, the use of social media can help enhance the issues management function of
crisis communication (Grunig & Repper, 1992; Reitz, 2012).

RQS5: Are the Twitter postings during October 26-October 31 (Hurricane Sandy)
reflective of a one-way asymmetrical communication model or two-way communication
model?

The fifth research question explored the communication direction of the crisis
tweet data. The findings revealed that the crisis tweet data reflected the public
information model or one-way asymmetrical communication. Overall, the Hurricane
Sandy crisis tweets demonstrated that communication messages were designed to “push
out” information that provided updates and disseminated/amplified information about the
hurricane. Opportunities for feedback were minimal. Therefore, two-way interactive

communication was limited.
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Prior research studies examining Hurricane Sandy’s social media have noted the
overall social media activity was low on behalf of the federal government (Chatfield,
Scholl & Brajawidagda, 2014; Sutton et al., 2014). The lack of tweet activity could be
attributed to a lack of content that may be alleviated with an increase in interactive
communications with strategic publics and guidelines on how to develop interactive and
engaging crisis tweet text. Prior research studies have also noted the lack of training and
education in how to use social media during crisis events (Alexander, 2014; Hughes &
Palen, 2012).

Strategic, two-way communication proactively monitors issues, seeks public
opinions about an issue, and makes necessary adjustments. For example, asking Twitter
users to share information on the availability of emergency kits items in their community;
share family or individual preparation insight and tips; or report situational issues, such as
flooding in the streets, encourages participation and helps to create and maintain
proactive and relevant social media content to share internally with those responding to
the crisis and externally to share with the public (Alexander, 2014; Lindsay, 2011; Sutton
et al., 2014). This approach reflects an open-systems environment, explained in the
literature review of Chapter 2, as an approach that proactively assesses the environment
to detect changes that could impact the organization-public relationship (Cutlip, Center &
Broom, 2006).

RQ6: Are the Twitter postings during October 26-October 31 (Hurricane Sandy)
consistent with the social media policy directives delineated by the U.S. Department of

Homeland Security (DHS)?
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The findings from the crisis tweet data revealed that they are in compliance with
the 2009 and 2013 DHS ESF 15 policy directives on federal social media usage during
crisis events. In the analysis of federal government policy directives, the guidelines for
social media during a crisis were to collect, broadcast, rebroadcast, and amplify
information about a the event. This study’s findings of a prevalence of the themes that
provided directions, updates, amplified messages, and general information dissemination
were in compliance with the 2009 and 2013 DHS ESF social media policy directives.

Social media guidelines that instructed federal government crisis communicators
to include links from other agencies were inconsistent; therefore, a pattern could not be
identified. Similarly, prior research studies credit the federal government for the
development of the hasthtag #Sandy (Chatfield et al., 2014); however, the presence of
#Sandy was also inconsistent in federal government Twitter messages.

In addition to the crisis tweet data used by the federal government, tweet data
used by media outlets also informed this study. Media crisis tweets were analyzed during
the same timeframe in order to evaluate the similarities and differences between the crisis
tweet data used by the federal government and the media.

An analysis of the crisis tweet data revealed that the emergence of the
Headline/Announcement tone demonstrates that PIOs use social media to continue to
target the media as their primary audience. The ESF 15 interview participant who stated,
“Traditional media is still the trusted source,” and “News releases still tell the story”
reinforced this finding. To that end, an analysis of the media crisis tweets also
demonstrated that PIOs use the public information model during crisis. This model

utilizes tools such as news releases and press conferences to provide information to the
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media that, in turn, disseminates the information to the public. This study has revealed
through an analysis of both media and official crisis tweet data that social media is also
used as the contemporary tool to provide information to the media when the public
information model is employed during a crisis. Unfortunately, this finding concurs with
previous research by Waters and Jamal (2011) that organizations do not leverage the
interactive elements of social media. However, there were lessons to be learned from
analyzing the media’s crisis tweet data. For example, examining the media’s attempts to

connect with audiences can serve as a guide for PIOs in engagement strategies.
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Chapter 5
Discussion and Conclusions
The rapid pace at which responders operate in a crisis coupled with the high
volume and rapid flow of crisis-related information are just some of the challenges that
crisis communicators face in developing accurate and timely crisis messages, especially
social media messages (Comfort, Ko & Zagorecki, 2004; Houston et al., 2014).
Specifically regarding government crisis communicators/PIOs, scholars cite a lack of
training, lack of leadership support, and small staffs as specific challenges for emergency
managers and public information officers in fully integrating social media into disaster
response efforts (Liu, 2009; St. Denis, Palen & Anderson, 2014; Tapia & Moore, 2014).
However, in the face of these realities, crisis communication scholars have found
that the public’s use of social media during crisis, specifically Twitter use, continues to
increase and outpace the government and emergency management agencies (Chatfield,
Scholl & Brajawidagda, 2014; Lantonero & Shklovski, 2001; Imran, Diaz, Elbassuoni,
Castillo & Meier, 2013; Lindsay, 2011; St. Denis et al., 2014) to the extent that some
scholars assert that people no longer seek crisis information from traditional media, but
are actively involved in providing and sharing information about crisis events through the
use of social media and microblogs (Herverin & Zach, 2010b; Palen & Liu, 2007).
Scholarly research has also revealed that people most often share information about a
crisis sent from official emergency management or disaster agency social media accounts
(Starbird & Palen, 2010). In addition, the public will actively engage directly with

emergency response agency’s online (Denef, Bayerl & Klaptein, 2013; Hughes, St.

90



Denis, Palen, & Anderson, 2014); and there is a growing expectation that an official
crisis message via social media, albeit brief, will be complete (Sutton et al., 2014).

The public’s use of social media platforms has also been the impetus of emerging
technology-focused crisis communication scholarly research. For example, research
addresses issues such as understanding the digital exchange of information during a crisis
(Chatfield et al., 2014; Steelman et al., 2014) and how people share and organize crisis
information using microblogs (Heverin & Zach, 2010; Palen & Liu, 2007; Palen, Vieweg,
Liu & Hughes, 2009; Shklovski, Palen & Sutton, 2008; Sutton et al., 2014).

Unfortunately, as Sutton et al. (2014) posited, much of the contemporary crisis
communication research on Twitter usage is predominately of the public’s use, and a gap
in the literature on official use of Twitter during a crisis remains. Chapter 2 outlined
emerging crisis communication research about the government’s use of social media
during crisis. However, the focus has been primarily on state and local government
official use (Herverin & Zach, 2010a; St. Denis et al., 2014; Sutton et al., 2014), thus
prompting Chatfield et al. (2014) to note that scholarly investigations into the federal
government’s use of social media during a crisis have been limited and “lagging” (p.
1948). These observations further underscore the relevance of this dissertation research
study that has examined the federal government’s use of Twitter during a major national
disaster, Hurricane Sandy. The study has been informed by the federal government’s
specific policies for social media use during a crisis.

While some crisis communication studies have referenced or mentioned federal
government policies and structures, such as NIMS and the JIC, (Chatfield et al., 2014;
Hughes & Palen, 2012; Liu, 2009), an investigation of crisis communication policies of
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these federal government entities have either remained unexamined or vague in
description. For example, Hughes and Palen (2012) suggested that the centralized
command structure of the government crisis response system, referencing NIMS and the
JIC, works in contrast to the interactive elements of social media. Their study failed to
even acknowledge the social media crisis communication policy directives established by
the federal government’s DHS ESF 15 that influence all levels of government emergency
response.

This dissertation contributes to the literature by examining Twitter crisis tweet
data from Hurricane Sandy, a federally declared major natural disaster, through the lens
of the federal government social media crisis communication policies that guide its crisis
communication response efforts. It is an appropriate and needed next step to foster a
greater understanding of government crisis communications. In addition, this study, as
reflected in the proposed model, exclusively focused on federal government tweet data of
seven agencies rather than generic “government” or “public service agency” tweet data
that bundled all levels of government including police and fire departments, as found in
Chatfield et al. (2014) and Herverin and Zach (2010a). This “catch-all” approach makes
it difficult to delineate the policy influence and practices of each individual entity to
arrive at an accurate analysis of the outcomes.

Overall, in the area of public relations, this dissertation found and supported
previous crisis communications studies that determined the government’s utilization of
crisis tweet data was primarily for broadcasting and dissemination of information about a
crisis event (Chatfield et al., 2014; Hughes & Palen, 2012; Lindsay, 2011; Wigley &
Zhang, 2011). This strategy and practice reflects the public information model, a one-way
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asymmetrical model of public relations as established by Grunig and Hunt (1984). This
dissertation also found that the one-way asymmetrical model of public relations and the
themes of Directional, Update, and PreWarning and the tones of Headline/ Announcement
and Impact were reflected in the federal government social media policy directives.

The inclusion of media crisis tweets in this dissertation also underscored the one-
way communication, traditional public information model approach that continues to be
used in crisis by the government as outlined in Chapter 4. However, an area for future
research is an examination of the framing of crisis social media messages used by the
media and government officials. An investigation into media’s framing of a crisis using
social media expands upon Brooke Fisher Liu’s (2009) research in An Analysis of US
Government and Media Disaster Frames Analyzing the Frames, which examined
government news releases and media coverage to examine framing influences. The
findings of this study were that emergency agencies rely on media’s coverage of disaster
news and that the media are the public’s primary source of information about risks,
highlighting that how the media frames disaster is important.

Previous studies, as presented in this study establish that the use of Twitter has
replaced the public’s reliance upon traditional media for information on a crisis. However
there is limited discussion and analysis of framing analysis and actual media and
government social media crisis text.

One of the important contributions of this dissertation is the integration of risk
communication messaging with the FEMA emergency management response model. The
FEMA model is designed to be event based with messaging structured to provide specific

instructions and disseminate information via one-way communication. However, risk

93



communication, as Covello (1992) explained, is interactive involving an exchange about
risk and potential consequences between and among targeted audiences. In this way, risk
communication creates the avenue for a two-way communication direction that
complements the one-way direction of crisis communication.

The integration and continued understanding of risk communication is important
because recent crises have revealed that threats such as incidents of West Nile virus,
Ebola, E-Coli, the Flint, Michigan and New Jersey public schools drinking water
contamination, and most recently Zika are examples of risks that began as messages
offering how to avoid mosquito bites, certain animals, or pollution, then rapidly
developed into full-blown outbreaks requiring specific information—a component of
crisis communication. Therefore, the integration of short- and long-term behavior and
lifestyle education and adjustments, two-way exchange of information with key
audiences that risk communication provides coupled with specific crisis communication
directions and updates are critical in contemporary society.

A greater understanding of risk as a discipline can enhance government response
organizations and PIOs of consistent risk communication as a practice. For example,
Beck (1992) outlined in Risk Society, Towards a New Modernity, that consequences of
science and industry have developed a set of risks and hazards that are no longer time
delineated, but can impact generations (a concern that is evident today with the Zika virus
and long-term implications for pregnant women and babies). Understanding these types
of risks and the resulting behavior and lifestyle adjustments can add substantive
information to crisis communication messaging as an integration of risk and crisis
suggested in the RCSMM Model. Further, an understanding of Giddens (1990) reflexive
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modernization concept also supported by Beck (1992), asserts that modern societies are
confronted with dealing with the consequences of industry, science and government that
impact the lifestyle of contemporary society (Matten, 2004).

Although Beck (1992) shared the concerns of Theodor W. Adorno, whose work
critiqued the impacts of expansive mass production and the manufactured product on
society, as well as Jean Baudrillard, who viewed postmodern society’s reliance on
massive reproduction as the catalyst that disconnects people from the natural world, Beck
departed from these approaches with a more hopeful view. That is, that the reflexiveness
of modern society is the ability to address the consequences thrust upon it by finding
“rational solutions” (Matten, 2004, p. 379) to these issues, thus the essence of a risk
society. An example of Beck’s perspective is demonstrated today in the momentum
behind the environmental and ecological movements, nongenetically modified organism
(GMO) food initiatives, and other advocacy movements that involve the public
questioning of science and technology while adopting alternative behavioral and lifestyle
habits to live in a society where these risks exist.

The implications for strategic public relations and communication of risk and
crisis are critical during this time on our society. As Beck (1992) noted, risks cannot be
spatially confined, but cross international borders. The compensation for the
consequences of risk are “innumerable but cannot be compensated with a mere insurance
claim in a risk society where there is not be a single person or actor to hold accountable”
(pp. 5-6). Therefore, the integration of crisis and risk in the proposed model is a natural

next step.
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Crises such as Hurricanes Katrina and Sandy and the BP Deepwater Horizon oil
spill also underscore Beck’s assertions and further illustrate the need for the integration
of risk and crisis messaging. For example, more than 10 years after Hurricane Katrina,
six years after the BP oil spill, and nearly three years after Hurricane Sandy, recovery
efforts continue in these communities. This is due to damage sustained by already
vulnerable infrastructure (e.g., streets, roads, and bridges), eroding shorelines and
marshes, and disrupted pathways for fish and wildlife resulting from legislative decisions
prior to the actual trigger of the crisis, as well as emerging issues, such as the health and
building construction impacts of mold from flooding or respiratory consequences from
cleaning oil-damaged beaches and shorelines.

However, the combination of risk and crisis communication has been relegated to
the public health arenas and not expanded to emergency management as this research
study has proposed. Although scholars call for an integration of messaging that captures
this blended form of communication that illustrates the ongoing developing points of a
crisis, current studies and models do not appropriately echo this call (Coombs, 1995;
Reynolds & Seeger, 2005; Seeger et al., 1998).

Therefore, an important contribution of this dissertation research study, unlike
prior studies that offered crisis communication models, is the integration of risk messages
with crisis communication messaging. If reflected in a revised FEMA phases of
emergency management, it would transform the role of the PIO and the JIC/JIS crisis
communication system from a one-way asymmetrical system to a two-way system. This
two-way system would strategically send and receive social media messaging, share

critical information with internal units of the larger External Relations units and JICS,
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and enhance first-responder situational reports and analysis. This dissertation’s
recommendation to integrate risk and crisis messaging builds upon prior research that,
based upon recent crises, called for different forms of crisis communication (Reynolds,
2002; Reynolds & Seeger, 2005).

Overall, it is the goal of this research to not only integrate risk and crisis
messaging for a normative application in the proposed model, but to link it to the value of
strategic, two-way communication when managing an event in a federal crisis setting. For
example, Marks and Russell (2015) stated the need for public engagement strategies in
the biosciences and biotechnologies; however, the authors called for participation from
the discipline of sociology to develop those strategies. These processes are second nature
to crisis and risk communication practitioners, but audience engagement is a task ill
suited to sociologists. Ironically, public relations, as a social science was not called upon
to develop public engagement strategies or to improve policy making and increase
understanding and awareness of biosciences and new technologies among targeted
audiences and the public at large.

Public relations, the foundation of crisis communication, and as established in
Chapters 1 and 2, is a strategic management function based in the social sciences and the
ecological approach that is focused on managing, utilizing research and the environment
in which an organization and its audiences co-exist. The goal of public relations,
employing a two-way communication approach, is to create and maintain collaborative
relationships utilizing research-based practices of issues management, public and

stakeholder management (public engagement), as well as situational systems and
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contingencies theories. The next section outlines areas for future research based on the
information that emerged from the crisis tweet data.
Dual Themes and Tones

Previous research studies of Twitter crisis texts, including but not limited to
Hurricane Sandy tweets, identify single categories of crisis tweets such as “donations,”
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“information-related,” “evacuation,” “warning” or an “other” catch-all category. The
studies did not offer a deeper analysis of the types of the context of these categories or
meanings for the types of information found (Herverin & Zach, 2010a; Imran et al., 2013;
Sutton et al., 2014; Yang et al., 2013). For example, in a research study of shootings in
Seattle-Tacoma Washington, Hervin and Zach (2010) called for future research of the
specific types of information shared during a crisis on social media.

A deeper analysis of the context of the Hurricane Sandy crisis tweets revealed a
pattern of integration of the common themes and tones as well as dual-crisis tweets.
Herverin and Zach (2010a) noted an integration of information and opinion-related
tweets, but did not offer any further explanation for the integration. In this study, a
pattern emerged among tweets that included tones of Headline/Announcement and
Impact and were integrated with crisis tweet themes of Directional, Updates, and
PreWarning to produce dual-themed crisis tweets:

PreWarning+Directional: As #Sandy hits, listen to the radio, TV, or your

@NOAA weather radio for information. http://go.usa.gov/Yp4H (FEMA, 2012).

PreWarning+Headline/Announcement: “Tropical Storm Sandy is showing up on

NOAA's National Weather Service radar this morning. http://1.usa.gov/9XYtAG”

(NOAA, 2012).
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Dual-themed tweets add to future content examination of crisis tweet data to determine
the RT count of dual-themed crisis tweets as an effective measurement that can aid in
providing content and timing direction on when and how to create crisis social media
texts.

Crisis Tweet Patterns and Retweet Count

This study also reviewed the RT count of dual-themed tweets in order to develop
a descriptive and applicable framework for PIOs of proposed themes to utilize in drafting
crisis tweet text. For example, PreWarning, Directional, or Update crisis tweets posted by
the federal government that included a URL or media reference to a federal agency
experienced high RT activity (see Appendix E), whereas crisis tweets from the federal
government that included a media URL or media reference merited low RT activity. The
exceptions to this activity were crisis tweets the day before or the day of the hurricane’s
landfall where the RT activity was high, often above a 300 RT count. Overall, the
integrated crisis tweet themes maintained RT activity above 50.

Stand-alone crisis tweets from the federal government, meaning those not
integrated with other themes, such as tweets categorized as Headline/ Announcement
(HA), Directional (D) or Update (U), that included specific information, reflected a
higher RT count than those that did not. For example:

“Check your family’s emergency supply kit. Make sure you have food, water,

medications & other necessities for at least 72 hours. #Sandy” (FEMA Region 3,

RT count 112, 2012).
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“Excellent winter preparedness info for people w/ disabilities - http://ow.ly/ePokY

#sandy” (FEMA Region 2, RT count 6, 2012).

In the second FEMA Region 2 crisis tweet, the message sets an expectation of
information, but does not include any instruction for users to follow, only a link. Another
consideration is that the day before the storm made landfall may have been perceived as
too late for preparedness information and clicking to another link may have been
considered too time consuming.

Future research into RT rates of exposure can provide a greater quantitative
understanding of crisis RTs and the types of information that is shared per rate.

Timing. It was also observed that tweets containing preparation information or
important safety information two to three days before the hurricane made landfall
experienced low RT counts. Also, duplicate crisis tweet texts, such as those announcing
that an advisory notice had been issued about the hurricane, did not generate overall high
RT counts—often in the single digits—until the day before and the day of the hurricane,
specifically if the advisory was issued by a media outlet.

Future research as to the time of day crisis messages are shared in combination
with the RT exposure rate can provide accurate analysis and guidance to PIOs on the best
times to post social media messaging. In addition, future studies evaluating the
effectiveness and framing implications of duplicate media crisis tweets and government
crisis tweets can be helpful for disaster framing research. For example:

“Hurricane #Sandy Intermediate advisory 18A issued. Sandy moving slowly

northward away from great abaco. http://go.usa.gov/W3H” (NOAA, 2012).
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“Hurricane #Sandy advisory 18 issued. #Sandy moving slowly away from great

abaco, new watches and warnings issued. http://go.usa.gov/W3H” (New Y ork

Times, 2012).

In addition, federal government crisis tweets included media #hashtags and links
to media outlets and other #hashtags such as #Frankenstorm, the day before, day of and
after Hurricane Sandy made landfall. Although the 2013 policy document did not reflect
specific #hashtag strategies, an analysis of the impact of media #hashtag placement and
popular #hashtags may significantly increase the frequency of shared federal government
crisis tweets.

The Proposed Model

The model proposed supports that crisis communication, inherited from public
relations, is viewed as an ongoing process rather than a one-time response (Coombs,
2012; Fearn-Banks, 2006; Reitz, 2012). Furthermore, during a crisis there are
opportunities for risk messages, as Reynolds and Seeger (2005) purport in their CERC
Model and two-way communication as public relations and crisis communication
scholars have advocated in prior research studies (Waters & Jamal, 2011).

Further, this model also supports Lindsay’s (2011) CSR report that sought to find
a use for social media during crisis beyond what was observed at a time when federal
government use of social media was passive in form and function, only disseminating
information. Lindsay (2011) advocated that social media should be used in a more
systematic manner. In accordance with Dozier, Grunig, and Grunig (1995), in the two-
way symmetrical model of public relations and communication, this would be achieved

by the use of research, two-way communication, and strategic and proactive utilization of
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information from stakeholders and affected audiences to adjust organizational strategies,
extend boundaries, and create a collaborative environment between the organization and
its publics.

The proposed model, the Risk-Crisis Social Media Messaging Model
(RCSMMM), as Alexander (2014) advocated, is placed within the system of the current
government structure in an effort to provide a greater understanding of government crisis
communication. The structures are the phases of Emergency Management, the JIC, and
the JIS. The RCSMM Model begins at the Mitigation phase of Emergency Management,
which reinforces that crisis communication is not a one-time action, but should be an
ongoing, strategic communication process for P1Os, and this model, like ESF 15
directives, has applicability at all levels of government. In the Mitigation phase,
communication focuses on information and activities that vulnerable communities can
take to mitigate and protect themselves from future threats. Even if a threat is not
imminent, risks for those communities are highly probable, and mitigation can help
improve a community’s recovery and resiliency if/when affected. These messages are
primarily risk messages. Like the model of Reynolds and Seeger (2005), messages during
the Mitigation phase underscore long-term impacts of a threat, contain messages for
probable negative consequences, constitute a part of an advertising or educational
campaign, and are personal in scope. An example would be the annual FEMA “Ready”
campaign series initiated across the country via social media, television and radio
commercials, brochures, and various branded materials. The “Ready.Gov” campaign
includes hurricanes, earthquakes, and natural disasters. The following sections further

describe and explain the components of the Risk-Crisis Social Media Messaging Model.
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Engagement and Core. Two consistent elements throughout the phases of
response are Engagement and Core. Engagement refers to crisis and risk messaging that
seeks to exchange information (two-way) with targeted audiences, inquires about their
environment in order share helpful information, and provides direction to responders to
update and/or improve internal processes and information to more accurately meet the
needs of internal and external stakeholders. Engaging social media users in the Mitigation
phase with stories/insight as to how families or the community are preparing for a
possible crisis is one example.

The Preparedness phase involves engaging users to share and identify resources
as they prepare for an imminent crisis, asking for situational/environmental information
on evacuation, traffic, and other steps. The Response phase engages users on more
situation specific information that can aid in improving rescue and response efforts.
Repeating these steps in the Recovery phase also includes risk messaging as a lead-in to
engage users and encourage volunteers and donations.

Scholars have noted that some of the benefits of social media are incorporating
various forms of “listening” to the audience via through monitoring messages to actively
engage in a two-way exchange called “reciprocal listening.” Alexander (2014) defined
this exchange as “two-way messaging with mutual sensitivity as to content and its
implications” (p. 720). Engagement also allows for the leveraging of other social media
benefits, such as creating social cohesion and promoting therapeutic initiatives,
enhancing situational awareness reporting, collecting victims’ requests, and uploading

images (Alexander, 2014; Lindsay, 2011).
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The Core component of RCSMM Model recommends that the necessary and
applicable links for government and disaster-related agencies be included in all crisis
social media messaging. This study found that the inclusion of government agency links
was inconsistent.

Mitigation. RCSMM model illustrates that messages initiated in the Mitigation
phase can be strategically utilized during a crisis. Incorporating risk and crisis
communication messaging recognizes the developmental phases of a crisis and the
communication needs at various points of the unfolding event (Coombs, 1995). Because
Mitigation is informational and education-based and designed to exchange information
about a risk, the proposed model depicts the two-way communication processes that take
place between and among the government organizations (internal agencies) primarily
responsible for addressing the risk, the public and potentially affected communities, and
the media (external stakeholders).

The proposed model assumes that the PIOs of those agencies are also responsible
for strategic communication in routine and as well as crisis events. Figure 6 depicts the

proposed Risk-Crisis Social Media Messaging Model.
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Figure 6. Risk-Crisis Social Media Messaging (RCSMM) Model

Preparedness. Response. Recovery. In line with the unfolding of a crisis, the
Preparedness, Response, and Recovery stages address the continued PIO management
role pre-, during, and postcrisis. Preparedness marks the imminence of a crisis to affect a
community/population, and this is the stage where specific alerts and message are
directed to those that may be impacted. Therefore, during the Preparedness and Response
phases, crisis communication messaging that provides specific information should take
the lead in incorporating dimensions of risk due to the imminent crisis. This means that
these messages are based on what is specifically known about the crisis, and short-term
impacts are accentuated (Reynolds & Seeger, 2005). The Recovery phase of the model
depicts risk messaging as taking the lead in the integration of themes, since this stage is
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indicative of the efforts to stabilize and return communities back to a “normal” precrisis
state. Risk messaging is primary with a secondary positioning of crisis communication to
inform communities of physical, mental, and social resources and behaviors to adjust and
manage the postrecovery environment.

The RCSMM Model depicts the PIO in the JIC as strategically creating, sending,
and receiving feedback, messages, and information that are shared internally with other
members of the JIC, other government agencies involved in the crisis, and external
stakeholders impacted by the crisis (e.g., public, media, nonprofit organizations, private
corporations). This information exchange expands the JIS network.

Importantly, the RCSMM Model demonstrates how feedback, even during the
Mitigation phase, is used throughout the JIS, illustrating the ongoing process of
communication and the proactive, strategic management role of the PIO. The feedback
from the two-way processes during the crisis phases can be strategically used to inform
future Mitigation, risk programs, and initiatives.

As noted in Chapter 2, the PIO is the central figure for crisis messaging in the
government structure of crisis response. The role of the PIO has begun to emerge in crisis
communication studies (Chatfield et al., 2014; Hughes & Palen, 2014; Latonero &
Shklovski, 2001; Liu, 2009; St. Denis et al., 2014; Sutton et al., 2014), and it has been
identified as the primary user of technology to create and disseminate crisis information.
Further, this role has also been established in the literature as one that is most impacted
by technology use during a crisis (Hughes & Palen, 2012), as well as the position in the

government crisis structure that faces challenges in resources and technology training to
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improve crisis communication response efforts (Laterno & Shklovski, 2001; Liu, 2009).
These studies have primarily been at the local and state government level during a crisis.
The PIO is responsible for knowing when and how to activate the Joint
Information System (JIS). The JIS is the method of operating during an incident that
allows multiple PIOs to coordinate information and integrate messages to avoid
confusing the public (see Figure 7). Although Hughes and Palen (2012) mentioned the
JIC as the central location for crisis information and unit in which the PIO operates, their
study failed to investigate the information system created by the operation of the PIO, the
Joint Information System (JIS). Further research into the organization of the JIC/JIS
construct would provide a greater understanding of the role of the PIO and the JIS system
where crisis information is created and shared at every level of government during a
crisis, regardless of the size and complexity. In addition, an understanding of the role of

the PIO during a major national crisis still needs to be investigated.
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Figure 7. The Joint Information System network. Reprinted with permission from
“Lesson 5: Public Information during the Incident: What is a JIC?,” by FEMA, 2010.
Copyright 2010 by World Health Organization.

Conclusion

The use of technology, as established in Chapter 2, has increased as a vehicle that
the public uses during a crisis to learn about and share information (St. Denis et al.,
2014). Research established that people often engage with emergency officials online
during a crisis and that people actively share information from official government
accounts during a crisis (Starbird & Palen, 2010). Given these factors, scholarly studies

continue to emerge about social media usage during crises, however, a “rare” discussion
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remains about the official use of social media during a crisis (Chatfield et al., 2014;
Laterno & Shklovshi, 2001; Sutton et al., 2014).

To fill this gap in the literature, an emergent research design methodology of
grounded theory was utilized that identified reoccurring contextual themes and tones
specifically found in federal government crisis tweet data used during Hurricane Sandy
(October 26-31, 2012). A distinguishing factor of this study is that the crisis tweet data,
as well as the overall study, has been analyzed through the lens of federal government
social media policy directives, the 2009 and 2013 DHS ESF 15. Further, this study was
also informed by insight from federal government officials familiar with these policies.

Overall, this study found that Hurricane Sandy crisis tweet data used by the
federal government reflected Update, Directional, and Prewarning themes, and Impact
and Headline/Announcement tones. Reinforcing the findings in the crisis tweet data were
the federal government interview participants’ responses that stated that social media is
used to “amplify,” update,” and “push out” messages to the public. For example, as stated
by one of the elite interview participants:

The news releases still tell the story of programs that are coming to the field, what

people should do, what dangers you should look out for, mitigation, all the way

through that process. Well, the social media message shouldn’t stray from that. It
is still the same story, but just being told through a different technique. So, when
we would do a press release about, um, the 800 number, let’s say, register on the

800 number, then we would have a parallel social media message.

If we’re doing something on, the number of people who have been placed in

housing, let’s say we do an update to the press on where we stand—well,

obviously we’re not gonna do a two-page document in one tweet. But we will

take components of that and create a, like, maybe a small Twitter campaign about
what’s happening . . .
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The themes and tones found in this study, and as demonstrated in the above
interview response and the crisis tweet data, depicted the one-way, public information
model of communication. This historical public relations approach utilized media outlets
to disseminate information without vehicles for feedback between the organization and
its audiences during the Industrial Era in the United States. Previous studies of how
organizations and the government used social media during a crisis echo these findings,
despite scholars’ and public relations practitioners’ recommendations to use two-way
symmetrical communication that fosters strategic and interactive communications.
Further, scholars and practitioners advocate that the interactive elements of social media
can be used to foster and enhance two-way symmetrical communication in noncrisis
situations as well.

The data from this investigation were used to propose a realistic model that can
provide PIOs with guidance as to how to create social media crisis text content and
strategically share that information with both internal and external stakeholders beyond
rumor control, as revealed by the interview participant Hudson, an ESF 15 officer. It also
has the potential to provide a greater understanding of federal policies and to position the
PIO as a strategic manager of information. This would effectively expand the operations
of the JIS to create a systematic inclusion of social media in crisis operations (Alexander,
2014; Chatfield et al., 2014; Hughes & Palen, 2012; Lindsay, 2011).

Most importantly, this study cites the need for a greater integration of risk and
crisis communication. Future studies could test its efficacy in audience engagement on a
federal level and strengthen the contributions of public relations to the growing body of

knowledge of reputation management. Its relevance is undeniable in a contemporary
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society that faces technological and biological risks, as well as threats of global and
domestic terrorism. This effort also creates avenues for contributions in policy research

and organizational complexity.
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2009 Annex R: Social Media

Annex R to Emergency Support Function £#15 External Affairs
Social Media

References:
A_ National Response Framework (NRF)
B. National Incident Management System (NIMS)

L0

Purpose

This annex outlines the plan for Federal departments and agencies to use interactive
communications (Web and social media) with the public during incidents requiring a
coordinated Federal response.

Concept of Operations

Federal State. and local departments and agencies have an inherent responsibility to
engage with the American public before, during, and after man-made disasters, natural
events, and acts of terorism  Providing timely and effective communications through all
nteractive commmumications channels — mcluding Web, social networking, text (SMS),
and other emerging technologies i addition to traditional methods — will better inform
citizens affected by an incident. Official Web sites, social networking methods, onlne
journals (blogs), photos, and videos are all effective tools to advise and inform the public
if used in a coordinated, strategic, and timely manner.

21 Department and Agency Web sites

Individual and agency Web sites are the foundation of Internet

communications and social media efforts. A well-designed, user-focused Web

site written in plain language is a critical communications channel As an
example, press offices and Web sites that offer automatic e-mail subscription of
news releases, speeches, statements, testimony, and mmltimedia (photo essays)
provide the background that will enhance the use of social media outreach. The
best way to support the relief and recovery efforts on Web sites is to stay within
agency mussion-lanes and to lmk to other agencies with primary expertise. A few
guidelines are histed below:

2.1.1 Immediate Web content focus is on saving lives, sustaining lives, and
ensuring a comprehensive recovery effort reflecting current citizen
mformation needs.

2.1.2 Anagency Web site should not duplicate information that is the purview
and expertise of other agencies.

2.1.3 Information needs to remain under control of the “expert” agency and
Iinked to by other agencies.

'
[

Federal Newsroom

A Federal Newsroom will be established as a consolidated Web site for all
relevant Federal department and agency Web sites to locate press releases and
announcements providing mformation and resources for incident preparedness,

R-1
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2013 Annex R: Social Media

21  As digital and technology solutions continue to grow and evolve, the concepts,

principles, and guidelines in this Annex should carry over to any digital
communication channel.

22 All content, messaging, and communication channels should be accessible to
populations with access & functional needs and populations with Limited English
Proficiency (LEP), and should be coordinated and thoroughly aligned with
Products and Planning and Joint Information Center appropriately. The Digital
Communications Specialist sits in the Media Relations Umt in the JIC.

3.0  Digital Communications Channels
Once the ESF-15 Operations Director is identified, the respective agency and their
communication channels are the lead.

31 Usa
Forptﬁ&gedmﬁonﬂlevelinddmlsorhmidaﬂswbuemﬂﬁpk&duﬂ
departments are involved, the primary portal website will be USA_gov, operated
by the General Services Administration (GSA). This site will serve as a portal to
the lead agency and other agencies that are communicating incident specific
information. The following is not meant to provide an exclusive list of channels,
and the focus should be on the underlying principles and guidelines:

32  Department and Agency Websites
Agencies should follow these guidelines for the best way to support the response
and recovery efforts:
2.1 Ensure your website and blog are up to date with the latest information

R-1
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Text

If you find obvious damage to your home or have serious doubts about safety, contact a building inspector before you go inside. #Sandy

Another storm-related death reported in NJ: Man found in floodwaters in Bergen County http//www.nj.combergen/index.ssf/2012/10/body found_in_hackensack_flood_waters identified_as_south_hackensack_manhtm! 4€; ¢

@NBCGo_On's @LauraBenanti + @NBCTF ['s @And Ils + @NBC1600Penn's @JoshGad = #NBC trifecta http:/fow.Iy/eTC52
Graphic: Assessing the storm's damage http://nyti.ms/ T2keUG
Hurricane Sandy's Progression: View From Space

Rescue workers fear residents may be stranded in Toms River after Hurricane #Sandy lashes Ocean County http:/fwww.nj.com/ocean/index.ssf/2012/10/toms_river_emergency_crews_helped_evacuate_about_100_fear_many_re

Mayor Michae! Bloomberg says he expects the ING NYC Marathon to go on as scheduled Sunday. #SandyABC7

Do not try to move a downed power ling or anything in contact with it by using another object such as a branch, stick or broom. #Sandy
Most Broadway matinee and evening performances wil play as scheduled on Wednesday, officials said. #SandyABC7 @BreakingNews
The best ways to help those impacted by #Hurricane #Sandy - Cash is best & go thru trusted org's: http://ow.ly/eTu50

Federal, state, tribal and local partners continue to work around the clock, focusing on lfe saving activties #Sandy

Al Gore: 6-<Sandya€™ a Symotom of Larger Clmate Criss htp:fabenws RribQY

Latest National Poll: Romney 49, Obama 48 http:faben.ws/PFuiGA via @ABC News/ @WashingtonPost

Fulllst of NY-area transt, insitutions and airports that are operating or suspended here: httpy//nyti.ms/T2r0i9

#Sandy Before and After Photos http:/faben.ws/Uaguzu

#Sandy info in your state: @CTDEMHS @DC_HSEMA @DelawareEMA @MDMEMA @MassEMA @MaineEMA @NJOEM2010 @NYSDHSES @PhilaOEM @VEMVT @VDEM @WVDHSEM

Update: As Disney buys Lucasfilm, it plans new "Star Wars" ilms starting in 2015

Incredible view of Seaside Heights from the National Guard http://youtu.be/sRAdgh9VH0o via @youtube #SandyABCT

Sincere thanks to non-profit voluntary orgs across #NY & #\J: @RedCrossNY jety @ARC_SWNY @Sal yUS #Sandy

RT @kristinthorne: Boats on top of eachother fsandyabe? http:/ yfrog.com/héickdvhyj

NJ officials stunned by extent of damage from Hurricane #Sandy http//www.nj.com/news/index.ssf/2012/10/nj_officials_at_a_loss_for_wor html 4€; #njsandy

Post-Tropical Cyclone #Sandy advisory 34 issued. Post-trapical cyclone #Sandy continues to weaken over pennsylvania. http://go.usa gov/W3H
Sending a big THANK YOU to the Ist responders -policefire/EMS/hospital staff- working tirelessly to meet urgent needs of #Sandy survivors!
\ia @NYSDHSES - Hurricane #Sandy Helpline for New York State Residents: 13€888-769-7243 #SandyNY

RT @plipof7: Maplewood NJ. Almost out of gas. #SandyABCT

10/30 High winds are sillin many areas. Don't touch/move downed power ines; report them to your power company immediately #Sandy
Forinfo on #Sandy responserecovery in NY, fllow: @NYGovCuomo @MikeBloomberg @NYSDHSES @NYCOEM @NYCMayorsOffice #SandyNY
10/30 #Sandy satety tip: Don't walk or wade through flood water. It can contain harmul chemicals, toxins, and even raw sewage.

Media Decoder Blog: Disney Buying Lucas Films for $4 Billion http://nyti.ms/SsUVOX

Disney buying LucasFilm for $4.05 billon http://nyti.ms/T24qRV

"Community" to return to NBC on Feb. 7and air on Thursdays at 8 PM ET

JUST ANNOUNCED! #NBC's Mid-Season 2013 Premiere Dates Revealed: http:/ /tmblr.co/ZAOWMvWHPOzd

Check refrigerated food for spoilage if you lost power. f in doubt, throw it out. http://go.usa.gov/YpdH #Sandy

Breaking News: Disney Acquiring George Lucas's Film Studio for $4 Billon http://nyti.ms/T20pwX

We have more than 1,500 @FEMA personnel along the East Coast working to support #Sandy response operations http://go.usa gov/Yw6W
For more #Sandy info & tips, follow @FEMA @CraigatFEMA @FEMAregionl @FEMAregion2 @FEMAregion3

Break a leg! RT @nbesmash: Start dancing (and singing) for joy! The curtain rises on #Smash Season 2 on Tuesday, February 5!

RT @lizcho7: Mayor Bloomberg: The Annual Halloween Parade in the Village has been cancelled tomorrow night. #SandyABC7

RT @plipof7: These peaple were not home when this happened thank heaven. #SandyABC7

#Sandy: Evacuees who attempt to return home prematurel wil be turned back as many roads are still mpassable from storm surge

10/30 #Sandy tip: Use battery-powered lashlights in the dark - not candles.Check refrigerated food for spoilage. Ifin doubt, throwit out.
UPDATE - ING NYC Marathon is holding off on decision. Disregard last tweet. #SandyABC7 #TeamABC7 @BreakingNews

Power outage tip from @FEMA: Conserve phone battery by reducing screen brightness & turning offperiodicall. http:/ready.gov/get-tech-ready #Sandy
If you evacuated for #Sandy, return home only when officials say it s safe. http://go.usa gov/YpaHt

Hurricane Sandy Aftermath: State-by-State Updates

President Obamato visit New Jersey on Wednesday with Gov. Chris Christie http://nyti.ms/T1Lkvd

In Turkey, protests reveal a break from past traditions, @TArangoNYT reports:

Due to Hurricane #Sandy, there was no audience for Monday's @LateNight/immy. But one guy did show up... http://youtu.be/yPPfHTUho1k
Flood Safety tip from @FEMA: Stay away from flood waters, don't walk or drive through flooded roadways. #Sandy
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#Sandy: Evacuees who attempt to return home prematurely will be turmed back as many roads are still mpassable from storm surge

10/30 #5andy tp: Use battery-powered flashlights in the dark - not candles.Check refrigerated food for spoilage. fin doub, throwit out.

UPDATE - ING NYC Marathon is holding off on decision. Disregard last tweet. #SandyABCT #TeamABCT @8reakingNews

Power outage tip from @FEMA: Conserve phone battery by reducing screen brightness & turning offperiodically. http:/ready.gov/get-tech-ready #Sandy
Ifyou evacuated for #Sandy, return home only when officials say it s safe http://go.usa.gov/YpdH

Hurricane Sandy Aftermath: State-by-State Updates

President Obama to visit New Jersey on Wednesday with Gov. Chris Christie http://nyti.ms/TiLkv

In Turkey, protests reveal a break from past traditions, @TArangoNYT reports:

Due to Hurricane #Sandy, there was no audience for Monday's @LateNightlimmy. But one guy did show up... http:/youtu.be/yPPHTURoLk
Flood Safety tip from @FEMA: Stay away from flood waters, don't walk or drive through flooded roadways. #Sandy

President Obama to travel to New Jersey Wednesday to view damage, thank first responders. #5andyABC7 @8reakingNews

Partial MTA Bus service will resume on Tuesday at 5:00 p.m. #SandyABC #Sandy

Power outages ffect about 8.5 million American homes http://fnyti.ms/SsClAn

Keep away from loose or danging power ines and report them immediately to the power company. htp://go.usa gov/YpdH #Sandy
HSandySafety - Stay offthe Roads! http://ow.Iy/eTfLa #Sandy

More than 8 million homes in the U.S. are now without power, post-storm: htp:/nyti.ms/ T1Ey8B

Check out the @fema blog for thelatest update on staying safe & how to help: hitp//ow.ly/eTfoa #Sandy

Disasters are stressfull Here are some coping tips: htp//www.ready. gov/coping-with-disaster &€ Hotline: 800-985-5990 #Sandy

President Obama has authorized federal assistance to N.Y. and N.J, via @FEMA: http:/ /yt.ms/Ss2YCQ

We have more than 1,500 FEMA personnel along the East Coast working to support #Sandy response operations https: . fema,gov/blog/2012-10-30/sandy-update-4-staying-safe-how-help &€ |

Tofind the nearest shelter in your area, text SHELTER + your ZIP code to 43362 (4FEMA). Standard text rates apply. #Sandy
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Make sure you continue tofisten to state and local oficials throughoutthe duration of the storm. #Sandy

Baby Delivered in ... HospitalTruck During Hurricane Sandy htp:/aben.ws/ ThtTs

For #Sandy info n your state: @MOMEMA @VDEM @DC_HSEMA @DelawareEMA @WVDHSEM @NYSDHSES @NIOEM2010 @CTDEMHS @MassEMA @MaineEMA @VTVVT
NiTransit suspended unti further notice htp: it y/RnaaUD @breakingnews

Superstorm #5andy: 33 Dead and & Millon Customers Without Power

10/30: Disaster asisance aval. to nv. in New York & New Jrsey. Eligble countiesn NY: it v ema gov/isaster/ 4085 NJ: htp: o fema gov/diseser 4086
Did you miss the audience-fee @latenightjmmy st night? Cach the entireshow onling now: htp: /owly/eSUlv #lateNight HNJF

Storm Continues on a Pah of Destruction ity i ms AL

Forinfo on #5andy response/recovery in N, folow: @GovChristie @NIOEM2010 @CoryBooker @CiyofNewarkN) @N) Transt#SandyNJ

New York Marathon officals are assessing the storm's effect on Sunday's race

VIDEO: David Letterman Performs to Empty Theater - "Late Show" without audience due to Hurricane

New York Stock Exchange to apen on Wednesday bty Jytims/T02Vac

Video: Why some young peaple don'tvote, and why they do, an Op-Doc by @errolmorris

Hapoy Halloween from The Munsters! Dawnload #MockingbirdLane rom @TunesTV now! htp://owy/eSUBb

T @timflischer?: Damage n Freeport staggering, #SandyABCT Many marinas boats floated away.

New York City buses wil resume a fimited Sunday schedule at 5 p.m, Tuesday #SandyABCT #Sandy

Aboat rests on the track at Metro-North's Ossining tation onthe Hudson Line et fowAyeSTOw htty:ffowyf24FhL #5andyABC7

#Sandy:Stay out ofany building fyou smell gas,or i the authorites have not declared it safe.
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ABC Howto Cook Everything: Risotto Takes On a Diffeent Shade htty: ytims/Ss2xkp

ABC o, Cuomo says MTA bus service wil esume on a limited schedule Tuesday. Fares waived. #5andyABCT

ABC NYCtaxis,ivery cabs and fimousines allowed to pickup sreet hals, mltple fares

ABC #Sandy: ffyou evacuated,return home only when officialssay it s sae.

ABC Breaking News: Bloomberg Closes Schoolsfor 3rd Day; Says 864 o 5 aysae™ Til Subway Serice Restored

ABC Forinfo on #Sandy response/recovery in NY, follow: @NYGovCiuomo @MikeBloomberg @NYDHSES @NYCOEM @NYCMayorsOffice ASandyY
ABC POWER OUTAGE UPDATE: Qutages from Hurricane #Sandy cimb as most of .. is tillmthe dark htg:/ /ity /RmNBPK

ABC | @CraigatFEMA: Those in ANY #N) impacted by #Sandy, for @fema dsaster asst can call 1-800-621-FEMA (3362) or onlne ity disasterasistance gov
ABC AT @todayshow: "This was a devastating storm, maybe the worst we have ever experience." - NYC Mayor @MikeBloomberg #SandyTODAY
ABC #Sandy: drive only i ecessary and avoid flooded roads and washed-out bridges, Say of the treets it fwww ready gov/huricanes

ABC New York City schools are closed on Wecnesday #SandyABCT @BreakingNews

ABC Atleast 15 deaths in New York State. #SandyABCY

ABC AT @plinof7: Pier Vilage. On our way back nto hard hit Seasde Heights, ASandyABC7

ABC R @istinthone: Staten ltand ship wreck httpfyfrog.com/oem58jyej

ABC Tofind the nearestshelter i your area,test SHELTER + your 2P code to 43362 (4FEMA). Standard text rates apply. #Sandy

ABC PHOTOS: 80 homes destroyed by fire in reeay Paint, htp: fowy/eSIGL #5andyABCT HSandy

ABC Make sure you(Ptest*) continue toisten to state and ocalofficals throughout the duration ofthe storm. KSandy

ABC Text SHELTER + your 2P code to 43362 (4FEMA) to find the nearest shelterinyour area. tandard tex rates apy. #Sandy

ABC Gov, ChrisChriste says it will be 7-10 days for PATH train to resume senvice,Sightly quicker for NI Trans’, #5andyABCT

ABC WOWRT @JujuChangABC: Uprooted concrete. My sidewalk on 90t steet #sandy @ABC @Nightine ightine ity /yfrog como0d5nagj
ABC R @femaregiont: When lood waters recede, mold can take hokd Watch htp:/go.usa.gov/YwBh & leam what you should do #5andy

ABC Keep away from loose/dangiing power lnes and report them mmeciate to the power company #5andy htto:/www.ready.gov/hurricanes
ABC110/30{Msg 2/2) The 8 elgible countes in $N) are Atlantic, Cae May, Essex, Hudson, Middlesex, Monmouth, Ocean & Union Countes
ABC(Msg Lof 2) The President made federal disaster ad aval to impacted indviduals & busingss in 8 N countie. it fwunw disasterassistance gov
ABC1360View of Times Square During Sandy http: faben.ws/0S6Rgm

ABC Hurricane Sandy Disrupts Milions of Lves tp:/nyt.ms TOINGD

ABCThe @femaregiont Incident Management Ascistance Team's 0700 stand-up meeting a the @RhodelslandEMA http:fowly//14Dhk

ABC VIDEO-NYC Crane Accdent: The Moment t Happened http:faben.ws VAEWLQ

ABC Christi Heaps Prase on Ohama for Hurricane Response ht: aben.ws/Srsglg

ABC Hurricane Sandy losss ae estmated at 45 bilion, Story: htp:faben s SZoYVA
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Soerstorm Sl LeavesMore Then 4M in the Derk

SipLacenWith Gole Ore Disopearsin Sorm it b/ Soudnf

AoouWeather: Sndy bears down

Syiss Bark UBS Amnounces Pan to Qut 10.000.Lbshito: fti m/YikeK

Crusers Sranded Because of Hurrcane Sy

PatientsEvecuatee Fom NY.U. Langone At Power Falure oyt ms/ Yoy

Sancly Brpactetto Be ess Powerful, and LessDrenching st Moves nand it Iyt s/ .58
Soreme Court Hears Challenge o Wiretaps Law
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Sicer: Compere S22 of £andy and rene oy fabon s/ TG

Soerstorm Sl Knocks Out Lights inNYC
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Hurricane Sandy Rumor Control

= After Sarddy macle lancfal, tha weh and socksl media team found that a large amount of
minformetion was drouleting an sodal media, related to FEMA and the stets’s rale In
the respanse. In arder to ensure an effective extemnal 2fTalrs operaton, and In
coardination with the other aspects of ESF #15 Including the media outreach team,
FEMA bapgan 3 Rumor Control Iniietive.

= A page on femagov and m.ferna gov [FEMA’s moble she] was created. When a rumor
was kentified, the social medis t=am worked with E5F #15 staff to track down
udditionsl Informetian snd gathar the carect Informatian. Thase detally were then
added ta the Rumor Contnzl page, providing clear language about the misinformetion
and resources where people could find correct Tnformatien for each rumor,

= Rumar Cantrol messages wera shared widaly by FEMA's sodel medis accaunts, a5 wall
as by other responding agencles. The sodal medla team shared this information with
the Interagency through the NICCL, and collaborated with state and local partners to
shars thesa messages and axpand thadr reash.

RS
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APPENDIX D

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS: FEDERAL REPRESENTATIVES
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Interview Questions Federal Officials:
How have you used or guided the use of social media during a crisis event?
How do federal government agencies define social media?
How are federal government policies on social media being integrated at state and
local levels of government?
What are the training and education programs in place to help PIOs use social

media?
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APPENDIX E

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS: TWEETTRACKER REPRESENTATIVE
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Interview Questions TweetTracker Representative:
What was the genesis of the TweetTracket?
Why was Hurricane Sandy chosen as the crisis to investigate?

What is the interest in the TweetTracker from institutions such as
the U.S Navy?

What do other educational institutions seek from the
TweetTracker?

What are some of the findings from the TweetTracker Lab's
research?

It is my understanding that the TweetTracker Lab is primarily a
technically focused project, was audience engagement a part of the

process?
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APPENDIX F

TRANSCRIPT: FEDERAL REPRESENTATIVES
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Telephone Interview: Written Notes
Col. Terry Ebbert
June 21, 2016
Question: How have you used or guided the use of social media during a crisis event?
Col. Ebbert: My company has provided staffing several areas for disaster and crisis
response efforts. I have noticed, however that the communications issues that we deal
with in today’s world do not allow you the “wait” because information is instant. You
have to respond quickly and accurately, or you get overwhelmed. Part of us getting better
in the United States in response efforts is to get better at pushing the information out

proactively and that means to the public and private sector.

Question: How do federal government agencies define social media?

Col. Ebbert: An exact definition, I cannot speak to. There is the realization that we need
technology systems to increase our ability to push out information. The organizations are
good at using social media have pre-established networks that can help them get people’s
attention and they are efficient at getting and pushing information out to massive amounts
of people.

Question: How are federal government policies on social media being integrated at state
and local levels of government?

Col. Ebbert: In this area the capabilities are beyond the people who run them. Digital
communication during a disaster is an area of great need and there is room for
improvement at all levels, and not just in the U.S., but internationally as well. Also a

problem is that we need to open communications at local, state levels to get the facts out
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fast and to speak with continuity. For example, the shootings in Orlando, local, state and

federal government were not sharing information.

Question: What are the training and education programs in place to help PIOs use social
media?

Col. Ebbert: There are training programs, I cannot confirm any specific social media
training courses. I do know that since 9/11, the need to have pre-established

communication strategies and plans has been recognized.

Telephone Interview: Audio Recorded
Kelly Hudson, ESF 15, FEMA
August 12,2016

Question: How have you used or guided the use of social media during a crisis event?
Kelly Hudson: Currently, the social media specialist is under the JIC Manager. But I
found that to be a little cumbersome and not really, the best strategic place for that
person, so, during the wildfires, I moved that person into the planning and products
section.

Because, in my, in my mind, they work together tandem, because you always, if we go
back to how things first began we would have news releases that go out. The news
releases still tell the story of programs that are coming to the field, what people should
do, what dangers should look out, uh, mitigation, all the way through that process.
Well, the social media message shouldn't stray from that. It is still the same story, but

just being told through a different technique. So, when we would do a press release
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about, um, the 800 number, let’s say, register on the 800 number, then we would have a
parallel social media message.

If we’re doing something on, um, the number of people who have been placed in housing,
let's say we do one of our reports that we might do kind an update to the press, uh, where
we stand —well, obviously we're not gonna do a two-page document in one tweet. But we
will take components of that and create a, like, maybe a small twitter campaign about
what's happening, what are you seeing in your community that’s gonna reflect, you
know, the same messaging. It's still storytelling. It’s just in a different way.

Now, what Twitter does, or, in, in this case we'll, we'll say Twitter, because that's the one
we have the most control of in the field, um, the other piece that we see that for, that
person, that digital communication specialist — is for analysis because they're out looking
at all of the sites, the various forums, like Facebook, and, um, Twitter, and they’re
analyzing what the community is saying about the recovery process or the response, and
when they bring that information in, that becomes the source of rumor, rumor control.
So, if folks are spreading the wrong piece of information around, or we see something
that's trending with what might look like something that's fraudulent, then it works in the
other way. Then that could go back to inform, goes back to our planning and products
where they are doing the strategic messaging and we begin to reshape and how we can
counter that information.

And then we push it back through social media, and through our PIOs, who are down on
the ground, boots on the ground, um, on radio stations doing the one-on-one face time

interviews. If we see something that's trending in that might have to do with fraud, or we
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get some new messaging on the street, um, and those PIOs that are on camera to say,
“Hey, we're hearing this. Here’s the correct information.”

And hearing this but here’s actually the correct information, and then we will, we will
push that out through PIOs in the JIC. That’s where we found it or that's where, that
becomes a component of, uh, a broader message. And then we loop that back in and we
run it through our traditional as well. Again a news release that goes out into the hands
with talking points to the field public information officer onto our private sector team and

then, then amplifies that, uh, through you know, uh, businesses down to their employees.

Question: How are federal government policies on social media being integrated at state
and local levels of government?

Kelly Hudson: I mean, the ESF 15 is really, um, the national response framework and,
uh, which all talk about, that structure as well. The locals may or may not. When you’re
talking about the city level of the county level — they may not have the staff. They may
not have the time.

I mean, the JIC structure is, | think, is pretty across the board in terms of, obviously, you
want to have folks who could speak for their agency all centrally located. So that there’s
one place for the media to come —where, uh, messages may vary depending on what
agency you're with, but at least we're all co-located and we're talking — and there’s a
general awareness.

But I found, you know, I've gone into, the California Office of Emergency Services many
times as a liaison up to their JIC before there is a federal declaration, and it's not run the

same.
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And then, when you see that light switch in terms of okay, now there's a federal
declaration, and FEMA comes in as the, as the, the management level (ESF 15)- of the
overall JIC or JIS operation, um, in partnership with the state if they choose to be there ,
it's set up entirely different. And, and I’ve, there’ve seen some real battles on -how we’re
gonna move forward and, um, what that looks like.

I, in fact, on the wildfires, I was challenged a little bit because the counties were severely
understaffed in terms of their, keeping their local JIC going with their local messages.
And they wanted federal agents to come down and support them staff-wise. Well, that
doesn’t work. But because once the feds come in, it takes on a different shape.

It’s a lot of staffing. There’s a lot, just, you know, even just the need at the local level is
different. You know. You don’t have the White House lookin’ down to see what you're

doing. Making sure that every T is crossed and I is dotted, that sort of thing.

Question: How would you say that the, the federal government defines social media?
Kelly Hudson: Well, I don’t think I would have that. I mean, FEMA is still really, I just
came back from a workshop. FEMA is still working on its policy for social media. It, is
there’s not, um, clearly defined that in black and white.

And so, I know the (FEMA) Administrator visited us during our course, and he, really
sees it through a, uh, a completely different lens. He is viewing it through operations. So,
he sees it as a tool, as the primary lens. Of course, he sees the Internal Affairs piece of it

— but he’s, he told us that he really sees it more through a, um, operational lens —
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Because, again, for the analysis. What are, what are people saying who are boots on the
ground? What are they seeing and what are they talking about in the social world. Where
are they saying that, the most need is?

Because, if they’re sitting there in that community where it’s unfolding, then let's verify
that as real ground truth, and then let’s, center our operations perhaps around that. Um,
so0, there’s that piece of it, but I think from the, uh, external affairs, you know, in terms of
when that event unfolds, we were using Facebook and Twitter to get the word out about
what our teams are doing, what's coming into the field, um, we're working with our state
partners, listen to your local emergency managers. So, again, it, really is following kind
of the, the federal footprint as we move out into the operation. We, you know, we’re,

we're telling our story from that standpoint.

Question: What are the training and education programs in place to help PIOs use social
media?

Kelly Hudson: We just had one at FEMA headquarters. They brought in most regions,
however, not even all FEMA regions have a digital specialist. It just depends, because
we’re still kind of in this early phase of infancy of digital coms, but in the ESF 15, there
is an annex, for, digital and social media. You can read that and kind of get the sense of

what, you know, where the federal, where DHS is coming from anyway.
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TRANSCRIPT: TWEETTRACKER REPRESENTATIVE
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Interview Fred Morstratter

Tweet Tracker, Arizona State Univeristy
Question: What was the genesis of TweetTracker?
Fred Morstratter: So Tweet Tracker was designed as a HADR tool. HADR is
Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster, I believe, Recovery. And, maybe it’s relief, |
don’t remember. Anyways, so the idea was, uh, when a disaster occurs — like a lotta
people talk about it on Twitter. Uh, there’s been studies that show that people will tweet
about something before they call 911. Things like that. So we wanted to build a tool that
would collect that information from Twitter as it was going on. So that’s what inspired us

to create the Tweet Tracker tool.

Question: Why was Hurricane Sandy chosen as the crisis to investigate?

Fred Morstratter: I should mention that the Tweet Tracker project started at the beginning
of 2011. And the significance of that is that that was basically exactly when the Arab
Spring started. So we began the tool with collecting Arab Spring data. But what I should
say is that, the Office of Naval Research is the group that funds our research in this area.
And they were particularly interested in making tools to facilitate disaster recovery.
Hurricane Sandy wasn’t really chosen. Uh, so what we do is whenever there’s a major
disaster, we track it. So any, for example, any protests like Hurricane Sandy, or — any
giant earthquake, like the Fukushima earthquake or any major hurricane or typhoon or
whatever.

We go in there and we collect it.
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So, it just so happened that we had Tweet Tracker available when Hurricane Sandy
started — and the beauty of a hurricane, is that you know it’s coming, right? Unlike an
earthquake where you don't get that like pre-event kind’ve data.

But with a hurricane we, we can start it early, so that was kind’ve one of the attractive
features of Hurricane Sandy is that we were able to start way earl -- in kind’ve a pre-
event, during and after event.

I remember at the time — it was like a big thing. They’re like, oh man, there's a big, big
hurricane comin’ and it’s gonna hit New York. And we were like we should collect that

data.

Question: What is the interest in the TweetTracker from institutions such as the U.S
Navy?

Fred Morstratter: Well, um, I think probably the best answer would be that Tweet Tracker
has a capability of tracking in real-time. The Office of Naval Research has also provided
it to other agencies. So Tweet Tracker has been licensed or given to over 200 at this point
agencies — and universities for research, as well as the HADR. Uh, and, um, and each one
of those agencies, you know, if we were to make two clusters, the first would be HADR

and the second would be universities.

Question: What do other educational institutions seek from the TweetTracker?
Fred Morstratter: Um, the HADR stuff is pretty specific. But as far as what universities
do for research, that is, uh, very, it varies widely. Uh, depending on what it is they wanna

study, what they wanna look at, so on and so forth.
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We collected Twitter data and gave it to CAU and stuff like that? So that, um, it, and this
is, giving data to the universities is one of the main like functions of Tweet Tracker as
well. So, we also give accounts and let them go in and make their own jobs. In some
cases, we export data from the jobs and, uh, give it to them.

Some of, some of the most recent (requests) that stick out in my mind are we have a
university that's tryin' to track the Zika virus — But, but to come back to your question,
what we've done is we, we give the data to the universities — It depends on the university,
depends on the question they're asking at that time.

But overall, they’re usually looking at the tweets. So they wanna see what posts match
the key words they're interested in. Uh, conversations are, are studied to some extent, but

they do less so

Question: What do other educational institutions seek from the TweetTracker?

Fred Morstratter: We have shared data collected through to various different universities
and organizations. And the Office of Naval Research also shares our data. Some include
the United States Military Academy, George Mason, the, uh, Penn State, Georgia State

University.

We also provide TweetTracker Desktop versions the Department of Housing and Urban
Development, University of Maryland, Uppsala University, and the University of North

Florida among others.
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Question: It is my understanding that the TweetTracker Lab is primarily a technical
focused project, was audience engagement a part of the process?

Fred Morstratter: Tweet Tracker specifically-uh, not at all. So Tweet Tracker — is just a,
it’s just an observational tool. To see what’s going on on Twitter. It does not have any
ability to post or anything like that. Um, now that being said, it is possible that a disaster
agency could read the tweets in TweetTracker and make some inference and adjust what
they’re saying based on that. Now that’s not covered in the tool at all.

Um, one example was during Hurricane Sandy — we work with this group called
Humanity Road. And Humanity Road is tryin’ to figure out why people don’t go to, uh,
evacuation shelters and they found that a lotta people don’t go because they don’t know
how to take their pets with them. So based on the Twitter conversation, they adapted
what they were saying to include pet-related information to hopefully increase the
number of people who actually go to a, an evacuation shelter.

So they use the tweet, the information, well the tweets from Tweet Tracker, to adjust their
messaging and adjust their strategies. I believe that's the most direct example I have of

that (audience engagement).

Question: What are some of the findings from the TweetTracker Lab's research?

Fred Morstratter: Uh, so we recently had a paper accepted about bot detection. Um, other
major findings, so we have, um, a book that we generated based on the Tweet Tracker
projects. We also did a study on the types of bias in social media data that's a paper at
ICWSM in 2013. It is — International Conference of Web Blogs and Social Media. And,
um, that, that particular work now has 300 citations, which is a few.
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And, um, we also have another book which — which is at least partly based on Tweet
Tracker. Uh, I should say Twitter data more than — anyways, it’s called, uh, Social
Media Mining. Oh, wait. Is that right? Introduction to Social Media Mining. And, um, it
was written by Reza — It’s a textbook, actually. Uh, his name is Reza Zafarani. He was a
grad student here, and he is now a professor at Syracuse. And it’s been used in the class

here at ASU as well as other classes, uh, at other universities on this topic.
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(see attached supplemental spreadsheet)
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