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Social	  Media	  and	  the	  Emergency	  
Communication	  of	  Scientific	  
Information:	  publics	  are	  doing	  it	  for	  
themselves	  
David Waldock 

In an emergency, scientific information – normally in the form of risk 

information – is vital to all of the stakeholders involved in the event. For 

example, it can inform the best ways to minimise the risk of harm, help to 

explain the events and identify appropriate ways of resolving the situation. 

However, as a form of scientific communication, it is unusual: the vast majority 

of science communication takes place under stable conditions where the 

messages are planned in advance, where the messengers have practised 

and tested delivery and where the factual information has been agreed in 

advance. In emergencies where there is significant time pressure, and the 

scope of the events and their impact is still emerging and volatile, scientific 

communication has to adapt to delivering information urgently to a mix of 

stakeholders. This paper explores how scientific information about hazards 

and risk are communicated to publics during emergencies, and how social 

media is challenging existing assumptions about the construction of publics 

and their informational needs. 

It first contextualises the discussion by defining an emergency, and then 

critically examines established communications models to identify the 
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functional and social assumptions on which they rely. It then explores how 

Web 2.0 platforms including social networks (eg. Facebook and Twitter) and 

social media (eg. online forums and wikis) have been used in emergencies 

using case studies to draw out what their effects have been. These effects are 

then used to re-examine existent models to identify the ways in which social 

networks and media are transforming the ways in which scientific information 

is disseminated in emergencies, and the impacts this transformation has not 

only on communications, but also in how we consider the roles of publics and 

state authorities in emergency management. 

Emergencies	  and	  established	  communications	  models	  

Defining emergencies can be problematic, and even the choice of word is 

varied in the literature, depending on the frame and disciplinary context:  

“when something bad and/or unexpected happens, it may be called an 

emergency, a disaster or a crisis depending on the magnitude of the 

event and the current phase of the event.”  

(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2002, p 6) 

For the purposes of this discussion, the word emergency will be used, and an 

adaptation of the UK’s Civil Contingencies Act 2004 (CCA) definition will be 

adopted, defining an emergency as: 

an event or situation which threatens serious damage to human 

welfare … the environment … or the security of a population … 

(adapted from HM Government, 2004).  
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This is broad enough to capture deliberate and non-deliberate events, 

whether arising from natural or man-made hazards, and focuses on the 

effects – and therefore the informational needs of stakeholders – rather than 

the causes (whilst not precluding the importance of acknowledging the role of 

context in framing communications). It also focuses on a key characteristic of 

such events: that of being emergent, where the facts, needs and causal chain 

are not entirely clear, and where a response is urgently required.  

In response to an emergent situation, a number of stakeholder groups can be 

identified, all of whom have different information needs and different epistemic 

characteristics. Whilst incidents requiring a state-led communications 

response are rare, they form the bulk of the literature in this area. The state’s 

duty to respond to an emergency normally falls on various statutory services; 

in the UK they are known as Category 1 Responders, and include police, fire 

and rescue services, the statutory ambulance services, the National Health 

Service, the Maritime and Coastguard Agency and Health Protection Agency, 

with different agencies at different levels of government contributing to 

different emergencies, depending on the nature and scope of the incident 

(Cabinet Office, 2010; HM Government, 2010; London Emergency Services 

Liaison Panel, 2007). In addition to authorities, other stakeholders include the 

involved and peripheral publics and experts (Palen & Vieweg, 2008). The 

statutory duty to respond includes duties to cooperate with each other and to 

communicate with publics, at all stages of the emergency management 

lifecycle (HM Government, 2004, 2010). 
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However, the management of emergencies is not a readily transparent, 

homogenous action, and to explore the boundaries at which scientific 

information is passed we must explore the construction of the management 

process. There is broad agreement that there is a lifecycle to emergencies, 

and although the literature identifies different lifecycles in respect of different 

aspects of emergencies, the lifecycles have common aspects. All of the 

lifecycles feature Pre-event, Response and Recovery phases, although they 

do not always use this language. Crisis and Emergency Risk Communications 

(CERC), a model developed by the Centres for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC), breaks the Response phase into initial response, 

maintenance and resolutions phases (Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, 2002). The New South Wales (NSW) model, another model that 

focuses on communication rather than management, breaks the Pre-event 

phase into before and warning phases (O’Neill, 2004). The UK emergency 

management model has four Pre-event phases (HM Government, 2004) 

whilst the Integrated Emergency Management System (IEMS), developed by 

FEMA and on which the UK’s model is broadly based, has five Pre-event 

phases (McLoughlin, 1985); these may be better viewed as tasks undertaken 

in that phase rather than separate phases. Table 1 shows how these different 

lifecycles can be related to the generic lifecycle. Part of the statutory duties of 

responders under the CCA is to inform publics of the nature of and 

preparations for risks, and the provision of warnings, information and advice in 

the run-up to and event of an emergency (HM Government, 2004), and this 

can be thought of as a stream of work which is undertaken in each phase of 



 

  Page 5 of 25  

the lifecycle. IEMS, as originally specified, includes the function of emergency 

public information in its model (McLoughlin, 1985). This paper focuses on the 

communications during the Response and Recovery phase, but cannot ignore 

the importance of the pre-event phase. 

Model Phases 

Generic Pre-event Response Recovery 

CERC1 Precrisis Initial Maintenance Resolution Evaluation 

NSW2 Before Warning 
During and 
Immediately 
After 

Recovery 

UK3 Anticipation Assessment Prevention Preparation Response Recovery Management 

Preparedness communications Response and recovery communications 

IEMS4 Hazard 
Analysis 

Mitigation 
Efforts 

Capability 
Assessment 

Emergency 
Planning 

Capability 
Maintenance Emergency Response Recovery Efforts 

Table 1 - Phases for emergency response. Note that the CERC and NSW models are explicitly 
communications models, whilst the UK and IEMS models focus on the entire emergency 
management process. The Pre-event sub-phases in the UK and IEMS are not necessarily 
sequential phases, but are parallel tasks that take place in the Pre-event phase. 

The CERC model focuses on responding to an incident, with no Pre-event 

communication beyond preparing and testing messages. The Response and 

Recovery phases of the CERC model (initial, maintenance and resolution 

phases) emphasise explaining and informing the public about risks, provision 

of instructions and recommendations, correcting misinformation and 

persuading publics to support policy decisions (Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention, 2002). This is a unidirectional communications model which 

assumes, as Sorenson highlights, “if you issue the correct message through a 

credible spokesperson, people will respond in an appropriate manner to 

protect themselves” (Sorenson, 2004, p 230). The UK model is also heavily 

predicated on this unidirectional model: the 2010 edition of Emergency 

                                            
1 Adapted from Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2002  
2 Adapted from O’Neill, 2004 
3 Adapted from HM Government, 2010 
4 Adapted from McLoughlin, 1985 
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Response and Recovery (the statutory guidance relating to CCA) states 

“When an emergency occurs, the key communications objective will be to 

deliver accurate, clear and timely information and advice to the public so they 

feel confident, safe and well informed” (HM Government, 2010, p 181), whilst 

London’s Major Incident Procedure Manual states “The media can be a useful 

mechanism to communicate essential advice to the public about how the 

incident could affect them and what actions they can take” (London 

Emergency Services Liaison Panel, 2007, p 49). Nor is this a recent criticism 

of risk communication efforts: in their 1989 paper Otway and Wynne criticise 

risk communication guides as “assuming that risk information is being 

provided to lay people by a plant manager or regulatory official. It is taken for 

granted that the message can be expressed unambiguously…” (Otway & 

Wynne, 1989, p 141), and it seems that this criticism has yet to be fully 

addressed. 

Whilst the broadcast and mass news media are not stakeholders, their 

mediatory role is key to the process of risk communication, and must be 

critically examined. Barbara Reynolds, the principle author of CERC, states 

“the very media … that professionals use to communicate scientific 

understanding of risk to the public may actually be undermining their ability to 

do so” (Reynolds, 2011, p 208). Kitzinger lists factors that affect the likelihood 

of a risk being covered in the media and suggests “there is some truth in the 

cliché that ‘bad news is good news’. Positive evidence of ‘harm’ is usually 

more newsworthy than evidence of ‘benefits’ or lack of harm” (1999, p 62). In 

an emergency, the public are dependent on the media for explanation of the 
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event and advice on response: 90% of the general population say they would 

rely on television for information after an emergency (American Red Cross, 

2011; Lowrey, 2004). However, conflicts inherent in the relationship between 

authorities and the press distort messages (Lowrey et al., 2007); not only 

does this mean the messages are not necessarily those intended by the 

originators, but the mediation of the messages also reinforces the 

unidirectionality of information flow by not providing a back-channel for 

responses. 

In order for the public to give credence to the information provided by an 

authority, it is vital that they are perceived as credible; the third priority in the 

initial phase of the CERC model is to “Establish agency/spokesperson 

credibility” (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2002). In contrast, 

Perry and Nigg suggest this should be done before an emergency (1986), but 

the effectiveness of this is limited by the bandwidth available to authorities in 

the Pre-event phase in the established media environment: planning for 

emergencies is rarely newsworthy. Peters et al found a strong link between 

three determinants – knowledge and expertise, honesty and openness and 

concern and care – and the public perception of credibility (Peters et al., 

1997). Unfortunately, the unidirectional model of communication used may 

allow authorities to demonstrate knowledge and expertise, but the other 

determinants are better demonstrated in channels that allow direct personal 

responses to citizens.  
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The fallacious assumption of message unambiguity – and the effect of this on 

credibility – is neatly illustrated by an incident during the H1N1 influenza 

pandemic in 2009. On 16 July 2009 it was reported that the Chief Medical 

Officer (CMO) had made a statement to the effect that “swine flu could kill 

65,000” (Bowcott & Miekle, 2009). Although the CMO had stated this was the 

‘reasonable worst case,’ its presentation was “somewhat alarmist” (Hine, 

2010, p 137). As the Hine report subsequently stated, “there was an obvious 

gap between what the government was saying and what was observable on 

the ground” (Hine, 2010, p 138). In this case, the mediation of the press 

resulted in a message with a different tone being communicated to the public 

than the message intended by the CMO, and had the potential to seriously 

damage the CMO’s credibility as a source of information. 

This unidirectional assumption is functionally identical to the deficit model of 

science communication which focuses on “the intellectual deficiencies in 

people’s understandings as measured against some objective or authoritative 

body of scientific knowledge” (Michael, 1996, p 109). In short, those with 

authority have knowledge, which they share with the public, who will then act 

upon their advice. However, the ways in which the public builds its 

understandings of risks is more complex than this.  Venette et al acknowledge 

the complexity of the public construction of risk: “risk is a function of hazard, 

probability, control and dread” (Venette et al, 2008, p 61). The Department of 

Health’s booklet Communicating about Risks to Public Health lists “fright 

factors” which decrease the acceptability and increase the anxiety associated 

with perception of a risk: involuntariness, inequitability, inescapability, 
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unfamiliarity, novelty, non-naturalness, hiddenness, disproportionately 

affecting the vulnerable, dread-inducing, affecting people with whom the 

individual identifies, being poorly understood by science and where 

statements about the risk are contradictory (Bennet, n d). The public 

construction of a risk also takes into account the credibility of the source and 

uses complex social networks of knowledge and experience pertaining to the 

risk to assess information before taking action (Helsloot & Ruitenberg, 2004). 

“Members of the public take initiative to verify it [warning and risk information] 

and seek further detail, using social connections and resources at hand, often 

turning to their communities for support” (Shklovski et al., 2008, p 1).  

Having questioned the construction of publics as a deficient, homogenous 

mass, we turn to question what their proper role in an emergency might be. 

The reliance on unidirectional, deficit-based, mediated communication means 

that the focus of the communication is towards the bottom of Arnstein’s ladder 

of citizen participation, mainly on the non-participatory rungs (manipulation 

and therapy), with some forays into the lower end of the tokenism rungs 

(informing and consultation) (Arnstein, 1969). The deficit model also assumes 

a one-size-fits-all approach to communication, but this ignores the diversity of 

communities, and can lead to messages not being accessible by vulnerable 

groups (Phillips & Morrow, 2007).  

The NSW model starts from the assumption that it is the community that 

responds to and recovers from an emergency, and that a resilient community 

is self-reliant and empowered to manage their own flood and storm safety (the 
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NSW model focuses mainly on flood and storm hazards) (O’Neill, 2004). As 

Palen et al observe, “throughout history, people have demonstrated resilience 

through adversity by actively participating in the response and recovery efforts 

of the disasters that affect them” (Palen et al., 2009, p 467). The NSW model 

advocates the use of the top-level rungs of the Arnstein ladder (citizen 

empowerment) in the before and recovery phases, whilst using lower level 

non-participatory techniques during the warning and during and immediately 

after phases. By using a variety of techniques to promote community 

awareness of risk and mitigation before an incident occurs, then focussing on 

giving emergency directions during an incident, the NSW model aims to reach 

as much of the population as possible, however resistant and sceptical they 

are (O’Neill, 2004), aiming to build social capacity within communities 

(Kuhlicke et al., 2011; Steinfuhrer et al., 2011). Although deficit model 

communication has its place, particularly in information-volatile and time-short 

emergent scenarios, it is not the bedrock of the communications efforts in the 

NSW model.  

In short, the principle focus for the communication of scientific information 

under emergency conditions is technocratic, unidirectional and focuses more 

on the supposed deficiencies of publics than on their latent and realised 

capacities. How are social media changing this? 

Social	  Media	  

Web 2.0 has been characterised as technologies which facilitate user 

generation and production of content by large groups of users on open, 
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participatory networks (Anderson, 2007). One particular characteristic that is 

core to the concept of social media is that consumers of Web 2.0 platforms 

are also the producers of the content: status updates, photos, videos and links 

to other web pages are commented upon, re-posted (known variously as 

“sharing” on Facebook and “retweeting” on Twitter) and engaged with by other 

people within one’s personal network of contacts. Platforms providing this 

form of interaction, known as User Generated Content (UGC) are collectively 

known as social media (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Procter et al., 2010). 

Recent research by American Red Cross suggests that approximately half of 

the population would use online news sources to keep informed about an 

emergency, with 18% of the population using Facebook and 5% using Twitter 

(American Red Cross, 2011). It is not unreasonable to ask how the source, 

uptake and dynamics of social media are transforming the ways in which 

society produces, accesses, consumes and quality-controls information.  

There is a corpus of literature that recounts the use of social media in 

emergency situation, and the rise of social media in emergency 

communications was anticipated by citizen responses to other crises. In 

response to the SARS epidemic in 2001, and the dearth of information 

provided by the Chinese government’s, Chinese citizens exchanged 

information about the outbreak using text messages (SMSs), and Internet 

forums and mobile phone cameras played a significant role in developing 

public understandings of events such as Hurricane Katrina, the southern 

California wildfires and the 7/7 bombings in London in 2005 (Palen et al., 

2007).  
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An early example of ‘true’ social media is the avian flu wiki which was created 

in 2005 (Palen et al., 2007). A ‘wiki’ is defined, by Wikipedia, as “ a website 

that allows the creation and editing of any number of interlinked web pages 

via a web browser … and are often used collaboratively by multiple users” 

(Wikipedia, 2011). An example of collaborative UCG – multiple users 

contribute, update and edit content on how to prevent and treat pandemic 

influenza – it explicitly challenges the existing linear modes of communication 

and provides an alternative venue for provision of information and the 

anticipation and solution of problems associated with the topic (FluWiki, 2009; 

Palen et al., 2007).  

Indeed, emergent citizen groups have always been central to effective 

community response to emergencies (Palen et al., 2007). Stallings and 

Quarantelli define emergent groups as “private citizens who work together in 

pursuit of collective goals relevant to actual or potential disasters but whose 

organization has not yet become institutionalized” (Stallings & Quarantelli, 

1985, p 94), and social media has created new opportunities for groups to 

contribute to the emergency response and recovery processes. Palen et al 

observe  

The reach of the Internet expands opportunities for public involvement, 

where those geographically removed from the disaster—and therefore 

with the critical resources of time, money, electrical power, and working 

computers and telephones in hand—can offer assistance 

(2007, p 57)  
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This creates new challenges and opportunities for authorities. It has been 

observed that the chaos, command and control approach to emergency 

management, which is dominant in the USA, “considers ad hoc emergence as 

counter-productive” (Sebastian & Bui, 2009), but partnership-building, public 

engagement and community resilience and empowerment – the approach 

advocated by O’Neill in the NSW model – is served by a non-linear network of 

individuals communicating together to solve the complex problems created by 

any emergency (O’Neill, 2004; Wachtendorf & Kendra, 2004). Indeed, Dynes 

argues that a different C3 model – continuity, coordination and cooperation – 

better serves community resilience and emergency response effectiveness 

(Dynes, 1994). Under such a model, social media provides a dynamic 

platform to facilitate cooperation between groups and coordinate responses, 

as well as to generate information to inform other citizens and authorities. 

The way in which social media can facilitate informational cooperation is 

illustrated by the Red River floods of April 2009. Citizens used Twitter in order 

to post new information, pass on information from other sources, and keep in 

touch with friends and relatives. Starbird and colleagues identified that original 

tweets can generate new information, synthesise information from different 

sources, use the platform to provide innovative information or are derivative 

(for example, are users passing on tweets which originated from other users) 

(Palen, et al., 2010; Starbird et al., 2010). Retweets, derivative in nature, 

represented 8.9% of the tweets of users local to emergencies (Starbird & 

Palen, 2010), but tweeters are not indiscriminate in their redistribution of 

information. In their analysis of a separate incident, the Chilean earthquake in 
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2010, Mendoza and his colleagues established that “the propagation of tweets 

that correspond to rumours differs from tweets that spread news, because 

rumors tend to be questioned more by the Twitter community” (Mendoza et 

al., 2010, p 6). The average ratio of retweets to denial messages for truths 

was around 281:1, but for false rumours that changed to 0.6:1. Interestingly, 

the number of tweets that include a URL, which links readers to other sources 

of information increases to 40-50% in an emergency, roughly double what it is 

in the non-emergency setting. Another key observation is that in non-

emergency times, about 22% of the tweets are replies to other people’s 

messages, but during an emergency, this drops to around 6-8%. This gives 

an insight into the ways communities involved in and peripheral to 

emergencies construct risk information. Importantly, it doesn’t exclude 

information from experts or authorities – Starbird et al observe “official and 

objective data are still actively sought and important” (Starbird et al., 2010, p 

10) – and people are keen to ensure that information passed on in the context 

of an emergency is of high quality. The increase in the number of URLs is a 

way of referencing the information sources, in much the same way that news 

media use authoritative spokespersons to lend legitimacy to their reporting. 

Social media facilitates a move away from information almost exclusively 

provided by press-mediated sources towards a form of disintermediation that 

has been called ‘apomediation’. Eysenbach defines apomediation as: 

“an information seeking strategy where people rely less on traditional 

experts and authorities as gatekeepers, but instead receive guidance 



 

  Page 15 of 25  

from … agents which stand-by … to guide a consumer to high quality 

information and services without being a prerequisite to obtain that 

information or service in the first place, and with limited individual 

power to alter or select the information being brokered”  

(Eysenbach, 2008) 

Apomediation represents the removal of intermediaries who both broker and 

vouch for the quality of information, such as the news media. For example, a 

news television channel or newspaper might present an expert who confirms 

that coverage has been accurate and objective, but nobody has the 

opportunity to challenge the outlet’s narrative within the channel itself. Within 

an apomediated world, the expert’s opinion is highlighted by other agents (for 

example, retweeted or shared on Facebook) if it is considered to be accurate 

and relevant for a particular group, challenged if inaccurate and ignored if 

irrelevant. During the Queensland floods of December 2010/January 2011, 

the Queensland Police Service took an active role in sign-posting information 

quality – apomediating – by promulgating the #mythbusters hashtag on 

Twitter (a way of indicating a cross-user topic, such as the #qldfloods hashtag 

used by people involved in the event) to actively countering inaccurate 

rumours (Queensland Police Service, 2010). Indeed, this is closely associated 

with issues of credibility that have previously been raised. If an authority 

opens communication channels only during emergencies, it doesn’t have the 

chance to establish credibility with its target community; Queensland had 

started using social media in May 2010, which meant that when the event 

occurred, their identity was already established, and during the emergency 
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went from 7,000 to 180,000 followers on Facebook (Queensland Police 

Service, 2010). 

The move away from knowledge-rich, unidirectional information flows, is even 

advocated by the main author of CERC, because a lecture “does not engage 

the audience” (Reynolds, 2011, p 212), but instead to engage with people, 

ask questions, understand their information needs and then help to fulfil them 

– even during the emergency. The NSW model, broadly advocates this 

bottom-up approach in which individual citizens identify their own 

informational needs, rather than a one-size-fits-all public information 

approach. It could be considered to be a form of partnership in the Arnstein 

model, where information required by citizens is provided by agencies with 

access to specialist expertise and resources (Arnstein, 1969; O’Neill 2004). 

This form of partnership – which managed well, can lead to citizen control of 

the recovery process – is a central characteristic of social media engagement.  

Such a change does, however, require that authorities move beyond seeing 

themselves as merely information-providers (Palmer, 2008). Palen and Liu 

observe that “the public is able to take not only a more active part in seeking 

information, but also providing information to each other as well as to formal 

response efforts” (2007, p 729). Chew and Eysenbach’s content analysis of 

tweets in relation to the 2009 H1N1 pandemic influenza outbreak explore the 

feasibility of using automatic ‘infoveillance’ platforms to assess content, public 

sentiment and attention trends (Chew & Eysenbach, 2010). Such information 

can be used not only to identify misinformation and counter it, but also to 
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inform the response management and identify communication opportunities. 

Along with other tools, such as Google’s Flu Trends, such tools are 

transforming the ways in which information is collected, and the ways in which 

managers respond to emergencies (Ginsberg et al., 2009). In short, 

communication is becoming more networked and dynamic, changing in 

response to emergent characteristics and the volatile requirements of 

communities affected by unexpected events. 

Conclusion 

Authorities have only recently started to formally engage with publics using 

social media channels and to explore what the implications are for how 

scientific and risk information is communicated. Whilst infoveillance and 

infodemiology are finding opportunities to become embedded, there is 

significant room for further research to be done on the true role of public 

engagement and empowerment in the process of emergency management, 

the consequent implications for government, citizens and technology. Whilst 

CDC used social media as a key communication channel during the H1N1 

influenza campaign, the underlying assumption of the campaign was still 

authoritative rectification of citizen knowledge deficits, with some monitoring of 

social media to modify the messaging (CarolinaB, 2010). Would a future 

campaign focus as much on rectifying the deficits of knowledge of the 

authorities? Could such a campaign in the UK have reduced the 

disconnectedness between the scientific advisers and the public, avoiding the 

CMO’s embarrassing and credibility-reducing statement about the reasonable 
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worst-case scenario? It’s an area that needs more research, but also needs 

more innovation as communications teams adapt to meet changing demands. 

There’s also a dearth of information about how experts can engage with 

publics during emergencies. To date, there seems to be little literature 

exploring the ways in which expertise can be sourced from outside authorities 

and ways in which peripheral citizens and organisations can contribute 

knowledge. 

Models used for emergency communication of risk do not yet fully incorporate 

social media thinking into their central tenets, and would benefit from 

focussing on communicating with publics about risk during the full emergency 

lifecycle. The NSW model is a good solid starting point, looking at how 

communities can be empowered through paying more than mere lip-service to 

the concepts of dialogue and engagement at appropriate times during the 

emergency planning process. CERC’s focus on establishing credibility at the 

start of the event response misses the opportunity to establish credibility – 

and to prepare the public through effective communication – as part of the 

pre-event process. Whilst in the UK there are statutory duties for authorities 

and hazard operators to communicate the nature of and preparations for risk 

to publics – as well as communicate advice during and after emergencies – 

this is largely limited to publication of risk registers, some limited public 

consultation and publication of (security-edited) plans and advice to local 

business on maintaining continuity during emergencies (for example, see the 

Kent Resilience Forum’s website at www.kentprepared.org.uk). As many 



 

  Page 19 of 25  

authors have observed, bottom-up approaches are required to build truly 

resilient communities (O’Brien & Read, 2005; Wachtendorf & Kendra, 2004), 

something that social media may help to facilitate in a way which is cost-

effective. 

However, social media is not the solution to all of the problems faced by 

emergency communicators. Broadcast and press media remain important and 

influential communications channels, and their mediated information is 

apomediated by consumers who value the quality of the information it 

contains, but who also challenge it when it’s incorrect. When planning 

emergency communications, it is not a dichotomous choice between 

established and emerging media channels, but considering using each 

channel to its strengths. Communicators also need to consider other issues, 

such as accessibility of information to people with disabilities (CDC, 2011; 

Campbell et al., 2009; Chandrashekar & Hockema, 2009), the availability of 

power and Internet services in an emergency, and the cultural contexts and 

attitudes towards emergency resilience and response. 

Ultimately, risk is socially constructed (Quarantelli & Dynes, 1977) and highly 

context-specific. Consequently, it can only be assessed and prepared for in 

the light of the communities that it would affect. Achieving this goal requires all 

of the stakeholders – professional responders, citizens, experts and 

government – to engage with each other to develop a common language to 

appraise the hazard, and, when required, to respond to it appropriately. The 

role of communicating risk – before, during and after an emergency – is to 
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facilitate the creation of resilient, informed communities and individuals. Social 

media is currently transforming some of the tools used to achieve those goals, 

but is not a panacea.
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